Google 



This is a digital copy of a book that was preserved for generations on library shelves before it was carefully scanned by Google as part of a project 

to make the world's books discoverable online. 

It has survived long enough for the copyright to expire and the book to enter the public domain. A public domain book is one that was never subject 

to copyright or whose legal copyright term has expired. Whether a book is in the public domain may vary country to country. Public domain books 

are our gateways to the past, representing a wealth of history, culture and knowledge that's often difficult to discover. 

Marks, notations and other maiginalia present in the original volume will appear in this file - a reminder of this book's long journey from the 

publisher to a library and finally to you. 

Usage guidelines 

Google is proud to partner with libraries to digitize public domain materials and make them widely accessible. Public domain books belong to the 
public and we are merely their custodians. Nevertheless, this work is expensive, so in order to keep providing tliis resource, we liave taken steps to 
prevent abuse by commercial parties, including placing technical restrictions on automated querying. 
We also ask that you: 

+ Make non-commercial use of the files We designed Google Book Search for use by individuals, and we request that you use these files for 
personal, non-commercial purposes. 

+ Refrain fivm automated querying Do not send automated queries of any sort to Google's system: If you are conducting research on machine 
translation, optical character recognition or other areas where access to a large amount of text is helpful, please contact us. We encourage the 
use of public domain materials for these purposes and may be able to help. 

+ Maintain attributionTht GoogXt "watermark" you see on each file is essential for in forming people about this project and helping them find 
additional materials through Google Book Search. Please do not remove it. 

+ Keep it legal Whatever your use, remember that you are responsible for ensuring that what you are doing is legal. Do not assume that just 
because we believe a book is in the public domain for users in the United States, that the work is also in the public domain for users in other 
countries. Whether a book is still in copyright varies from country to country, and we can't offer guidance on whether any specific use of 
any specific book is allowed. Please do not assume that a book's appearance in Google Book Search means it can be used in any manner 
anywhere in the world. Copyright infringement liabili^ can be quite severe. 

About Google Book Search 

Google's mission is to organize the world's information and to make it universally accessible and useful. Google Book Search helps readers 
discover the world's books while helping authors and publishers reach new audiences. You can search through the full text of this book on the web 

at |http: //books .google .com/I 



<„,tr/;.l"*-'H^<-^ ''^"^■^> 'l^i-'-^T^^^if) 







V 



AN 



INQUIRY, 



AN 



I NQUIRY 



INTO THE 



NATURE AND EXTENT 



OP 



POETICK LICENCE. 



By N. A. VIGORS, jun. Esq. 



^(vg ^pa$vvoiJi^evoy B^v^pi^si yxli JXo/xavEt to p^v^wSss avrrjg ycai 
^arpiMv, c9r<Xa/x|3ayo|uiEyoi xoXscu/xsv xai inE^ujpi.Ey oif8 Ss iic-' 
lerou nvos |xap)f rij ^ap/r*, xai to yXvKv ta Xoys xa* aycvyoy, bk 
KKAptov sariy, 8$B Ksvov, sytav^A fiXosofiav sio'ayujpi.ev xai xa« 
rapi^iyyvoop^sy, Plut. de audiend. Poet. 



LONDON: 

PRINTED FOR J. MACKINLAY, 87, STRAND, 
BYT, BBNSLEY, BOLT COURT, FLEET STREET, 

1810. 



INTRODUCTION. 



AuoNG the works of invention, which are 
intended to promote the convenience, or in- 
crease the elegancies of society, the compo- 
sitions of the Fine Arts are distinguished by a 
marked pecuHarity in their end and execu- 
tion. As they arc directed to the object of 
contributing to the gratiOcation, not of ad- 
ministering to the necessities of mankind, 
they seem, by their nature, to claim an ex- 
emption from that exactness and regularity 
of representation, which characterize the 
works of mere utility. Pursuing thus a pe- 
culiar end, they have been indulged in pe- 
culiar immunities; and to such an extent has 
the right of their professors to these exclusive 
privileges been acknowledged, that tliey have 
been allowed to heighten their delineations 
by such adscititious or imaginary embellish- 
ment, as, lying beyond the boundaries of 
nature and reality, appear more calculated to 
awaken our interest, or add to our delight. 



But among the arts, thus privileged by 
noiversal suffrage, poetry not only stands the 
first in point of rank, but preserves this eleva- 
tion in nearly the same degree of superiority, 
as their productions surpass the inferiour 
works of invention. The powers by which 
the less exalted of these sister arts excite 
the emotions of taste, are nearly limited 
to the use they are enabled to make of ma- 
terial objects; they may be almost said to 
find their verge terminate where there is no 
beauty or sublimity of colour, sound, or form. 
But not only all the sublimity and beauty of 
matter, but of mind, comeiuider the poet's 
controul; he not only raises a new creation 
more novel, more fanciful, and more perfect 
than exists any where in reality; he not only 
animates his scenery with characters, but 
informs his characters with sentiments, and 
endows them with language suitable to their 
ideal existence. Indeed poetry in its ima- 
gery, excels the other fine arts, not merely in 
the same degree that the intellectual world 
excels the corporeal: the power of a poet 
over his materials is nothing less than en- 
chantment; he can as easily transfer the pro- 
perty of one object to another, as substitute 
one object for another; he can animate 



matter into mind, and invest mind with the 
form and properties of matter. 

Oa carrying up our inquiries into the 
nature of so extraordinary and considerable 
a portion of the materials of a poet to the 
source, and investigating the sentiments of 
the ancients on the subject before us, their 
opinions are found deserving of notice, more 
from the partiality which they have mani- 
fested towards this licentiousness in compo- 
sition, than from the success which they have 
evinced in justifying or explaining it. In 
undertaking to account for those bolder effu- 
sions of the art, which they regarded as soar- 
ing too high for the controul of reason, or 
trammels of precept, they pronounced then> ■ 
to be the effects of a divine phrensy. Under 
this idea, which was no small favourite with J 
antiquity, the votarist of the muse was ! 
feigned to receive by inspiration those sub- 
lime conceptions, which he imbibed with so | 
much warmth, and delivered with so much 1 
enthusiasm. In vain did he, who was not thus 
favoured by heaven, endeavour to regulate 
his essays by art, or by labour; all his at- _ 
tempts must prove cold and lifeless, until i 
animated with that effluence which could 
descend from the muse alone. While he 



who received the diviuity in tne monienls 
when she was propitious, ami wrote under 
her immediale inspiration, possessed tlie right 
of giving utterance to her dictates, how 
little conformable soever they might be 
found to the more rigid principles of criti- 
cism. 

From the force of these descriptions of 
poeticalenthusiasm,muchit is to be remarked 
should be subducted, and attributed to the 
extravagance of declamatory exaggeration. 
There is evidently displayed under the tissue 
of figurative language, an ambitious attempt 
at raising the description to the height of the 
subject described, and at accommodating it 
to the elevation of poetical expression. To 
a certain degree however they may be ad- 
mitted; for they do not appear so difficult to 
be reconciled, as may be at 6rst imagined, 
with notions which are at present very gene- 
rally allowed. Few persons, it is presumed, 
will be found to deny the existence of that 
talent or aptitude for excelling in any of the 
arts of design, which we term genius; which, 
though capable of improvement or deteriora- 
tion, is a natural endowment dispensed by 
the same Power which has bestowed on us 
our grosser organs. As few, it is presumed, 



will be found to deny that it is to those per- 
sons alone, on whom this faculty is bestowed, 
that those happy irregularities of conceptioa 
or execution, which we tolerate as licences, 
will be likely to occur. While they who are i 
accustomed to altcnd to the motions of their 
minds, must have observed that there are 
propitious moments, when, from the acci- 
dental presentation of external objects to the 
senses, or the fortuitous recurrence of ideas- | 
previously acquired by sensation, those happy, 
combinations of imagery arise, which cannot, J 
be created at pleasure. 

But of these opinions of the ancients,, 
even with the aid of tliis explanation, little 
use can be made in elucidating the nature of 
those licences of poetry which it is the pur- 
pose of these inquiries to investigate. Tliey 
give the matter under discussion a depen- 
dance upon a mental faculty which is "pro- 
bably as inscrutable in its nature and move- 
ments, and as difficult to be brought within 
ascertainable limits, as these licences them- 
selves. And surely if poetical genius or en- 
thusiasm is of a nature which is difficult to 
be determined, much more difficult must it 
be to ascertain those effusions to which it 
gives birth, which are of themselves capable 
of an endless modification. 



Neitliei- does modern criticism afford us 
much greater assistance in entering on these 
inquiries. Thougli various writers have 
touched on the subject, and have sheltered 
many seeming anomalies in poetry, under 
the general term licence, yet tliey have no 
where defined with accuracy what the term 
signifies. Many expressions occur in the 
works both of poets and criticks, which infer 
the existence of such a principle in poetry 
as certain and acknowledged: some f^r 
passages might be pointed out, where a de- 
scription of its nature is cursorily attempted, 
and others where bounds arc partially pre- 
scribed to its power. But in the only attempts 
wherein they have undertaken to de6ne its 
nature, they are found either to give too 
great a latitude to its meaning, or to circum- 
scribe it within too narrow limits. The 
former seems to be the case, where poetick 
licence is described as being that particular 
character which distinguishes and sets bounds 
between poetry and mere prose:' for to 



* Mr. Drydeo ihusdefines this term, " Poeticallicence I take to 
be the liberty which poets have assumed to themselves, in all ageg, 
of Bpeaking things in verte, which are beyond the severity of prose. 
It is llial paiticulat character which dLstbguishes and sets the 
bounds bctwtit oralio soluta. and poetry," 

Pref. to State of Innoc. 



select a single instance, verse, which consti- 
tutes an essential difference between both 
kinds of composition, is not in any respect of 
a licentious character, however included in 
this description. And on the other hand, 
those attempts at illustrating its nature, must 
be at once pronounced too confined in their 
application, which would straighten it (as 
is the case in some few tracts'" written ex- 
pressly on the subject,) to the immunities of 
mere poetical diction. 

From tlie insufficiency of these attempts, 
it is of course still necessary that some effort 
should be made to complete the definition 
of the terms imder consideration. And in 
order to arrive at one more just and compre- 
hensive, it is expedient to make a few preli- 
minary observations ; which, if they do not 
appear wholly adequate to the end of their 
application, will at least afford some assist- 
ance in arranging the scattered members of 
poetry, and thus bringing within the bounds 
of comprehension an art so apparently un- 
limited in its nature and varied in its ap- 
pearance. 



*" See paiticularly Cbrht. WarCj Senar. sine dc Leg, « liccnt. 
Vet Poetar. 



The sludy of human nature, in which 
every poet should be read, is merely a con- 
teslure of different sciences. Every thing 
which regards man's state and situation, 
either has been made, or is capable of be- 
coming the subject of such learned or phi- 
losophical investigation. To History is com- 
mitted the perpetuation of his achievements 
in the more active and splendid scenes of 
life. The circumstances not only of his 
nature and existence, but of those inferiour 
beings, and of that inanimate world, which 
becomes considerable from being connected 
with him, supply Natural History with its 
various speculations. From the varieties in 
his manners, his conduct, and his opinions, 
Ethicks derive their matter of discussion. 
The peculiarities of his language give to 
Grammar, and Rhetorick their scope and 
origin. And to Criticism is consigned the 
regulation of ihose finer productions of the 
art, which furnish his taste with the means 
of elegant gratification. 

That each of these sciences enter the 
composition of poetry, is a truth so evident, 
as to need no proof in order to be admitted. 
And he who would succeed in this art, must 
not only have his observation considerably 
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exercised in the different subjects of their 
investigation, but must have reduced his 
speculations iu theui under such general 
heads, as will give his thoughts the consist- 
ence and utility, which arise from system. 
He cannot hope, without being somewhat of 
a good historian, to succeed in those higher 
walks of his art, which take their subject 
from the oral or written annals of a nation. 
Without much of the skill and obsen-ation of 
a naturalist, his descriptions of rural scenery, 
and his delineation of life and manners, must 
be cold and uninteresting. Tliat knowledge 
of the human heart and character, of the 
calm tenour of sentiment, and the warm 
ebullition of passion, which he is so frequently 'J 
called upon to display, he must derive from 
the same study whence the moral philosopher 
constructs his system of ethicks. Over lan- 
guage in all the varieties of sense, structure, 
embellishment, and harmony, he must exer- 
cise the skill of a grammarian and a rhetori- 
cian. And he must complete his education 
in this circle of sciences, by acquiring a per- 
fect insight into those critical rules by which 
his art is to be tried on the touchstone of 
excellence. 



With a reference to this distinction, the li- 
cences of poetry may be conceived to be de- 
terminable; either as deviations from that 
state oftbings, abstractedly considered, which 
obtains in nature, or from that mode of prac- 
tice which is generally observed in art, not 
less by the poet himself, than by such artists 
as imitate the same objects with him. 

A single observation, however, will be 
sufficient to shew, that neither of these prin- 
ciples can be taken as the foundation of a 
theory which will be adequate to define or 
illustrate that subtle quality of composition 
which I have undertaken to investigate. One 
example will, in fact, sufficiently evince that 
some licence may be used where there is no 
deviation from any such standard; beyond 
which circumstance, we need not seek any 
additional proof of the insufficiency of the 
principle under consideration. 

For let us suppose, as a possible case, 
that the poet has occasion to represent some 
fact which history describes as improbably 
atrocious and unnatural, and that suitably to 
what was likely to occur, he describes it as 
merciful or upright; it is evident that in thus 
misrepresenting a known circumstance, he 
takes a liberty with truth, wliich is only jus- 
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tifiable by licence ; and yet in this process, 
so far may he be from deserting tliat stand- 
ard which is assumed iti ihe present hypo^ 
thesis, that his conduct may be at once more 
conformable to nature, and more consistent 
with his general practice, as well as with 
that of every artist who may undertake to 
describe tbe same circumstance. 

In a word, the apparent force of both 
hypotheses may be not merely explained 
away; but both may be reduced under the 
more comprehensive principle which was 
originally laid down, as being exposed to no 
similar objection. The fact is, that both art 
and nature may form constituent parts of 
science, the true standard by which every 
deviation is to be estimated which is admit- j 
ted as a licence: for we have already seen, 
that what is generally prescribed in the for- J 
mer, gives rise to that system of rules, which 
constitute the laws of grammar and criticism ; 
and that what generally obtains in the latter, 
furnishes history and physiology with their 
respective subjects. These sciences include 
no small portion of the materials of a poet; 
and it will probably be found, that it is only 
as each assumes a scientifick form, that it con- 
stitutes a standard, by which the liberties 
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takeu iu poetical delineation may be at all 
determined. Thus, however different the 
present principle may be thought from that 
which was fundamentally laid down as true, 
they are, in fact, identical. And this cir- 
cumstance, by affording a striking evidence 
of the comprehensiveness of the theory which 
I commenced with establishing, since it in- 
cludes one which is itself not narrow or cir- 
cumscribed, appears to offer as decisive a 
proof as may be easily suggested, of the ex- 
clusive truth of the former. 

If this conclusion may be now taken as 
established, we require little more in order 
to perfect the developement of the terms un- 
der consideration, than to point out the ob- 
ject by which a poet is led to deviate from 
what is true in science. And this may be 
done with sufficient precision, from a maxim 
advanced by Aristotle, in the close of his 
" Poeticks," where he undertakes the refu- 
tation of some charges urged against poets; 
and which, though it may not appear to de- 
signate the nature of licence, at least fully 
justifies its adoption, while at the same time 
it specifies the end which ought to be sought 
in every deviation from science. " The prac- 
tice of the poet in feigning any thing," saya 



the cridck,' " which is impossible according 
to science, is justified when he attains the 
specified end, of making the general efiect 
of the composition itself, or any of its parts, 
more striking." 

From these considerations, and from this 
authority, we may venture to define Poetick 
Licence as follows; That liberty whereby 
a poet, in order to render his compositions 
more striking, allowably deviates from what 
is considered true in science. 

Although, for reasons which have been 
already specified, we are sufficiently justified 
in offering this definition as comprehensive 
and clear, it must be allowed, that in order 
to render it logically adequate, it is necessary 
to establish the converse of what is here ad- 
vanced; and to shew, not merely that what- 
ever is a deviation from science will be a li- 
cence, but that whatever is a licence will be 
a deviation from science. Even granting 
this object attained, we must proceed far 
beyond the limits of a definition, in order to 
accomplish all that is proposed in the present 



• Vlpiany fttn yap, ay va Vpt; outr^v ttjv r^^"!^ affucara n- 
jroiJjrw, ruMtfttirai- ak\' opSwf *;^«i, a Tuj^arei ra iSAsj fu tany{4 
Td Si nxas fifijrac oiov, ti eruts SKi:>.rix.nxwnpe» yjavro, yj «A\» 
TTotfi liifos. De Poet. § 46. 
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cssuy. As the slandard is various and dif- 
ferent, from which the poet claims a power 
of departing, the nature of those licences by 
which he assumes such a liberty must be very 
indefinitely marked out by a general refer- 
ence to science; and as the quality of being 
striking is relative, and admits of a different 
modification, according to the several species 
of composition in which it is attained, it 
tbrais but a vague standard for determining 
the extent which may be tolerated in poetick 
licence. 

The readiest expedient which offers for 
suppl.ving these defects, and obviating these 
exceptions to the comprehensiveness of the 
subjoined investigation, seems to lie in a co- 
pious induction made with the express object 
of proving, that iu every licence some scien- 
titick truth is violated, and some striking 
crttx'l attained. In prosecuting which, it 
will bo attended widi httle comparative dif- 
KcuUy to examine how for every deviation 
may be pn>$«cute<.l, without abusii^ the 
pow^ by which it is tolerated. 

That no objectiou may be raised to the 
ndttCtioo OQ which I hope to ascertain these 
pcwis. as partial or hmiled. it scorns advis- 
aWc to coositkr poetry in every hght in 
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essay. As the standard is various and dif- 
ferent, from ivhich the poet claims a power 
of departing, the nature of those licences by 
which he assumes such a liberty must be very 
indefinitely marked out by a general refer- 
ence to science; and as the quality of being 
striking is relative, and admits of a different 
modification, according to the several species 
of composition in which it is attained, it 
forms but a vague standard for determining 
the extent which may be tolerated in poetick 
licence. 

The readiest expedient which offers for 
supplying these defects, and obviating these 
exceptions to the comprehensiveness of the 
subjoined investigation, seems to lie in a co- 
pious induction made with the express object 
of proving, that in every licence some scien- 
tifick truth is violated, and some striking 
effect attained. In prosecuting which, it 
will be attended with little comparative dif- 
ficulty to examine how far every deviation 
may be prosecuted, without abusing the 
power by which it is tolerated. 

That no objection may be raised to the 
induction on which 1 hope to ascertain these 
points, as partial or limited, it seems advis- 
able to consider poetry in every light in 
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which it has been regarded by the compre- 
hensive views of Aristotle. With this object, 
it is my intention to prosecute my inquiries 
into its licences through the various parts of 
quantity into which that great critick has 
divided the art; and to examine them with 
respect to the Fable, the Manners, the Senti- 
ments, and the Diction. 

Of these constituent parts of the higher 
poetry, the most considerable is the Fable, as 
Aristotle has justly decided : liiis part shall 
consequently be made the subject of primary 
discussion. As it has been defined by the 
critick, it is capable of a twofold considera- 
tion; with respect to its incidents, and to 
their structure in composition. The inci- 
dents offer likewise a separate division to our 
notice; being distinguished into those which 
are natural and true, and those which are fie- 
titious and marvellous. On these conside- 
rations, it seems expedient to ground the 
following distribution of these inquiries. 

Sect. I. Of Incidents, real and probable. 

Sect. II. Of Incidents, marvellous and 
fanciful. 

Sect. III. Of Arrangement, or Oeconomy. 

Sect. IV. Of Mannei-s, and Sentiments. 

Sect. V. Of Language, and Versification. 

c 
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Besides this general distribution of the 
subject, it is susceptible of a still more mi- 
nute consideration; as each of these general 
heads is referable to the separate divisions 
under which the higher productions of ihe 
art are arranged. According to the fore- 
mentioned division of the incidents of poetry, 
as real or fictitious, the coinposilions of the 
Epopee and Drama are distinguished into 
the Historick Epopee, and Historick Drama, 
in the first place; and the Roinantick Epos, 
and Romantick Drama, in the second : the 
" Pharsalia" of Lucan, and " Richard 111/' 
of Shakes|ieare, forming an example of the 
former; the " Orlando" of Ariosto, and 
" Tempest" of Shakespeare, an example of 
the latter. As occupying a middle rank be- 
tween both, and partaking of their respective 
characteristicks, we may distinguish the poe- 
tical Epos, and the poetical Drama; inchid- 
ing under the former, such works as the 
" IHad" of Homer, and " Paradise Lost" of 
Milton; and under the latter, such works as 
the " Oedipus" of Sophocles, and " Othello" 
of Shakespeare. 

Although poetry is susceptible of a still 
further division, besides that in which it is 
regarded as epick and dramatick, there seems 
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to be no necessity for giving it in any other 
form a distinct consideration in the subjoined 
essay. With regard to tlic Senlimcnls and 
Diction, as they form equally a part of 
poetry in every shape, compositions of what- 
ever form, as amenable to the same rules, 
require no separate examination. The ten- 
dency of the subject of any work, or the 
greater part of its matter, as it happens to be 
niarvellous or true, necessarily determines 
the character of the production as romantick, 
historical, or mixed. In this view, it may be 
considered as forming an episodical part of 
the higher compositions, and consequently, 
as being subject, with little exception, to the 
same rules with respect to lis Manners, In- 
cidents, and Arrangement. By this process, 
the necessity of considering Lyrical and Pas- 
toral com()ositions, which occupy the next 
rank to those now specified, appears at once 
to be precluded. And with regard to the 
Bidactick and Descriptive departments of 
poetry, there appears to be no reason for in- 
stituting a separate class for them, as they 
seem to admit but of few, if any, licences, 
independent of those of Sentiment and Lan- 
guage. 



SECTION I. 



OF 



HISTORICAL INCIDENTS. 



as 



HISTORICAL INCIDENTS. 



The first object of the poet, who has the 
general end of his art in view, is to select a 
subject capable of contributing to the plea- 
sure of his readers, and which it is his design 
to prosecute through the varieties of plain or 
embellished narratiou. But he cannot con- 
ceive in idea, much less proceed so far as 
to be informed from experiment, that a sub- 
ject deficient in that importance which is 
suited to the length and dignity of the species 
of composition in which he engages, will be 
calculated to excite interest, and upliold at- 
tention, from the commencement to the close 
of his production. Unimportant incitlents, 
which are not otherwise recommended to 
particular notice by some engaging quality, 
may, in a production of ordinary length or 
merit, pass without remark; but when they 
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are treated with lliat labour and cmbelJish- 
inent of st^^le, whicli is generally essential to 
l)octry,and jiarliculariy to cpick composition, 
they must create so disproportionate a dif- 
ference between the subject and its decora- 
tions, as will offer much to excite disgust, but 
little surely to promote our pleasure. 

It is more than probable, that the poet, 
■with a view to securing those qualities of in- 
terest and importance, which are essential lo 
the higher compositions of his art, applies to 
history for a subject suited to the exercise of 
his powers: or that some train of historical 
occunence, from possessing those (jualilies, 
reconmiends itself to him who feels the in- 
spiration of the art, as being higlily adapted 
lo his purposes. But however great the 
events, and however exalted the characters 
whicli history exhibits, it rarely displays a 
continuity of action possessing that uniform 
elevation, and capable of upholding that 
uninterrupted interest, which the poet is 
called upon lo maintain through the extent 
of his subject. 

"Where history is thus found to deny its 
support, invention offers its ready assistance; 
it opens a store of inexhaustible matter at 
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once within the poet's reach, and suited to 
his necessities. Even those persons who lay 
no claim to poetical inspiration, are observed 9 
in relating any of the more trivial occur- 
rences of life, to throw more interest into 
their account, by exaggerating what is un- 
important, and supplying what is deficient in 
its matter. How much more then, must the 
artist be impelled to give a loose to his in- 
ventive powers, who may plead the immu- 
nities of poetical enthusiasm; who may re- 
ceive a subject from history little calculated^ 
from the blemishes that may deform, and the 
deficiencies that may mutilate it, to answer 
all that expectation may demand in his art? 
To the delicacy of his more refined sense, 
those flaws and imperfections, which escape 
the observation of grosser organs, must be 
particularly manifest: he must observe the 
necessity of polishing them down, or var- 
nishing them over; and he must feel himself 
possessed of talents adequate to secure him 
success in such an undertaking. He must 
perceive himself endowed with the power of 
raising his conceptions beyond what he may 
observe in reality; of improving on what is 
beautiful, of elevating what is sublime, of 
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adding further ornament to what is embel- 
lished, and. greater harmony to what is ar- 
ranged. 

We may hence look upon the poet as 
divided in his choice between opposing inte- 
rests; as led, on the one hand, to maintain 
the importance of his subject by preserving 
it5 truth; and as induced, on the other, to 
heighten its beauty by increasing its embel- 
lishment. And whatever be the impulse to 
which he yields, his way lying through his- 
tory, nmst either fall into the beaten track 
of reality, or deserting it, must pass into the 
confines of fiction. His course being thus 
prescribed, we may proceed to determine 
the nature and extent of those Ucences, in 
which he may be indulged in taking either 
direction. 

Those places in which the poet does not 
conform to history, are evidently those alone 
in which his conduct in the present section 
demands any consideration. And here, since 
history is a science, there is a deviation from 
that standard, which, as has been observed, 
determines the nature of every licence, in as 
much as there is a deviation from history; 
for whatever fictitious matter is superadded 



to an account generally true, must be a de- 
viatiqn from the authority professedly fol- 
lowed. Thus, in attributing irrascibiUty to 
Brutus, or valour to Domitius Anobarbus, in 
making Helen contemporary with Paris, or 
Dido with ^neas, llie poet deviates from 
history, and is conceived to make use of a 
licence. So far the nature of this quality of 
poetical composition is, in the present in- 
stance, easily determined. But to ascertain 
the object of such deviations from science, 
seems attended with as little difficulty. In 
order that they should be allowable, without 
which they can be evidently no licences, 
they should at least conform more in their 
altered, than original state, to the end of 
poetry, by being more capable of giving 
pleasure, or awakening interest. And this 
end cannot be attained, without rendering 
the production more utriking: for every im- 
provement which is added to the original 
matter of the subject, as it increases its effect 
must strengthen its impressiveness. 

So far the Nature of those liberties 
taken with the science of history is explained, 
and shewn to possess every necessary con- 
formity to the general defmition formerly 
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given of Poetick Licence. But to what Ex- 
TEifT these liberties may be carried, .with- 
out transgressing the due bounds of li- 
cence, demands a more particular conside- 
ration. 
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. CHAP. I. 



OF THE HISTORICAL EPOS. 



I 



Directing our attention to the historick 
epopee in the first place, every difficulty which 
requires a solution, in reference to its histori- 
cal incidents, appears to be included in the i 
following question. 

What may be the liberties which a poet 
is permitted to take with the truth of the in- 
cidents, on which he founds an historick 
poem ; or, to speak with a more immediate 
reference to the subject of the present in- 
vestigation, how far in taking any such liber- 
ties will he be justified by Poetick Licence? 

And this question may, I believe, receive 
a solution from unfolding and applying those 
principles, which direct the pota in the choice, 
and guide him in the management of his 
subject. 

When we regard the more important in- 
cidents which form the action, or ground- 
work of the composition, they do not appear 
capable of deriving any advantage from the 
poet's pushing the bounds of truth into the 
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regions of fiction. In pursuing any track 
which occasionally falls into the direct course 
of history, a potl's way must be influenced 
by one of the before-mentioned principles of 
his art: it may be on the one side directed by 
an attachment to truth, or deflected on the 
other by the love of embellishment. But in 
his attempt to influence the reader's gratifica- 
tion, by means of the first of these qualities, 
his powers admit neither of increase or 
diminution. What is alrea<ly truth, cannot 
be made more so; and of those persons, 
among whom he can expect to find readers, 
all must be supposed acquainted with the real 
statement of the more important facts in his 
subject. Nor does this happen to be the 
case with such readers only as live near the 
period whenthoscoccurrences took place, that 
are admitted into his descriptions; as his sub- 
ject nmst, of necessity, be recommended by 
its dignity, it must rank among those gi-eat 
occurrences that exist longest, and most 
forcibly in the memory. Tlie knowledge of 
the poet's subject being thus definite and 
general, llie alteration of any historick inci- 
dent, for the purpose of securing the second 
quality , and conferringsome particular beauty 
of embellishment, must be productive of a 



31 

consequence, which, to a certain degree, will 
weaken the effect of the composiLion, by un- 
fitting the mind for the perception of that 
pleasure, which it is intended to awaken. For 
it can scarcely admit of any doubt, that such 
a play of the imagination will arise from 
hence, as will rather distract our attention, 
than concentrate our interest, in the perusal ; 
as the most striking circumstances in the 
authour's work will force themselves into a 
comparison, what he lias altered contrast- 
ing itself with what we remember as true. 
Thus in the particular species of composition 
before us, where a number of recent events 
exist in our recollection, %vhen the truth of 
any is sacrificed to embellishment, we nmst 
be either imniedialely shocked at the under- 
taking, or at least too far engrossed by a 
sense of its impropriety to remain in that 
state of freedom from prepossession, which 
will enable us to acknowledge any beauties ■ 
that the poet may have acquired in his search 
after extraneous ornament. 

This is, however, but a negative incon- 
venience, and consequently trivial, when com- 
pared with others which may be apprehended 
to arise, when the poet ventures upon the 
project of blending fiction with truth in a 
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composition professedly historical. On car- 
rying sucli a scheme into execution, circum- 
stances will occur which \vill not merely 
weaken but counteract the effect of his com- 
position. For, on account of the extended 
knowledge of his subject, every aUeralion of 
its important incidents must be a violation of 
received truths; and hence itwill unavoidably 
happen, that the expedient by which this al- 
teration is cft'ected will operate in a contiary 
direction, as well to the general end of the 
art, as to the particular means by which this 
species of composition aims at securing this 
general end. It deprives us of that portion 
of pleasure which arises from the considera- 
tion of truth; a quality that in no slight de- 
gree contributes to advance the end of such 
a work as an historical pcem, the subject of 
which is chiefly recommended by its dignity 
and importance. We must consider more- 
over every alteration of an historick incident 
as being made suitably to the character of 
the production in which it is attempted: 
when this is not the case, whatever be the 
change effected, it must fad in its end, from 
the sense we retain of its want, not only of 
truth, but of propriety. Such however is 
ihe serious character of all historical com- 



posilion, that it will not admit of those means 
of exciting pleasure which are appropriate to 
works of a difi'ercnt description. It will not, 
in fact, permit that continued address to the 
more powerful emotions, which constitute 
onr delight in the perusal of such produc- 
tions as the drama or marvellous epos; and 
which, by engrossing the niiiul, leave it in- 
sensible to the violence which is oflered to 
its received notions, when striking facts are 
misrepresented or altered. 

These considerations on the serious cha- 
racter of the historick poem, may be prosecu- 
ted even further in confirmation of the same 
position. From the necessity incumbent on 
the poet of preserving such a character, we 
may fairly deduce, that he is con6ned to the 
observation, if not of truth, at least of veri- 
similitude; a quality which criticism'^ has in 
all ages, pronounced requisite to the poet in 
detailini^, as well the matter which he finds,' 



* ^AYlfiy h I 



a. ytyo^tya, Aey»iv, 



raro iroii;TM tpyor ariv, aXK' o/a av ytvoiTO, 
TO fiMS, 1] ro avayxamv, Arist. De Poei. 5 18. 

' For historical or irue events may Bomelimes be improbable. 
Thus M. BoiJeau, after Aristotle, observes, 

Jamais au speetateur n'offrez rien d'incroyable ; 
i* VTui peut guelquefois n'etre pat vraisemllaLle. 

L'Art. Poet, III. v. 4". 
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as that which he supplies iu his subject. 
Now among those subjecis which are purely 
fictitious, or are so rcmoic in point of lime 
as to be known with little certainty, the mind, 
from having no standard to decide how far 
they may be false or real, may be led to ad- 
mit every thing in them as far as it is probaWe. 
But this is not the case with our tlioughts on 
subjects that have not only a positive, but a 
recent existence. In them the standard of 
truth is fixed and determinable. And so far 
so, that if we depart from their reality we an- 
nul their verisimilitude: for in altering any 
incident of which we have an accurate know- 
ledge, it is evident we take from it the ap- 
pearance of truth. If, therefore, verisimilitude 
is necessary to poetry, it is a fair inference 
to assert, tliat in order to preserve it in the 
historick epos, no alteration or embellishment 
can take place which afl'ecls the reality of its 
incidents, as far as they are known and im- 
portant. 

From this view of the subject the authours, 
of the " Pharsalia," and the " Campaign," 
who have been so often censured for a rigid 
adherence to reality, appear rather to merit 
applause than to need justification. Nor am 
1 pf opinion, that their practice in construct- 
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ing ibeir works with that hisloiick fidelity 
which we discover id them, is to be attributed 
more to choice ihaa to necessity. As living 
near the period whicli produced those illus- 
trious actions which their respective poems 
were intended to celebrate, tliey saw them 
in that strong point of view, in which great 
and recent events take hold of the recollec- 
tion. The spltMidid objects to which their 
admiration had been turned had indeed gone 
down, but their departed glories still conti- 
nued to illuminate the horizon. The poet 
and his readers nmst thus have stood in the 
same view with respect to the circumstances 
of his poem: both must equally have seen 
the impropriety of confounding in detail, the 
boundaries of truth and faisehood ; and 
writing under this impression, the artist natu- 
rally drew from his own feelings, a produc- 
tion suited to the feelings olhis readers. 

Nor can the impeitections of a less im- 
portant rank, which criticks diijcover in the 
historick productions just uientioncd, be in- 
sisted on as recommending a contrary prac- 
tice to the poet, or be urged as abridging the 
exemplification of the doctrine which has 
been laid down on the present subject. Un- 
der cover of the same principles, the minuter 



charges urged against the poetical merits of 
Lucaii find an easy answer. Voltaire objects 
to certain dryness in liis style, arising from a 
close adherence to history ; and observes, that 
his title to being a poet, is secured ouly by 
the uniform elevation discoverable in his 
work/ Tasso, going btill farlher, declares 
that he is no poet, because he adheres so 
closely to particular truths, that he pays no 
attention to universality; and because he 
relates things as they happened, not as tliey 
ought 10 have happened.'' But these cen- 
sures seem to affect the poet only when the 
particular character of his composition is not 
taken into consideration; and amount to no 
more, liian his not having embellished his 
subject with ornaments incompatible with its 
nature. 



' Lucain n'osc s'ccarlcr de rhistoirc; par \k il a rendu son 
poerae kc, et aride. — en uD mot, il est grand partout, oil il ne 
vcut point etre poete. Sue la Pocs. Epiq. ctiap. III. 

* K c'io crcdu Liicano non esser poeta, Don mi inuove a cib 
credere quella rngione che induce alcuni allri in si Tada cre- 
denza, cio^ che egli non sia poeia pcrchd carra veri avvenimenli. 
Quesio solo ncn basta, ma poeta non i egli, perche talmenie 
s'oliigri alia verita dc parlicolari, che non ha rUpetlo al veris*' 
mile in unU'crsale, e pur che narra h eosr come sono slate Jalle, 
turn si cura d'imitorle, come dovriano wiere state fatte. DcJI' Art. 
foet. Discon. 2. 
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If we inquire into llie grounds on which 
these censures ou the barrenness of invention 
in historick poetry have been rested, the 
search will furnish us with additional reasons 
tor considering them invalid. They will, I 
think, be found to be grounded on a maxim, 
which has imposed on us too much, frum 
coming recommended by the authority of 
Aristotle, and justified by the practice of 
Homer. I'he passage (o which I allude, 
draws a line of distinction between the sepa- 
rate provinces of the poet and the historian." 
And of its influence in producing these cen- 
sures upon Lucan, the last mentioned au- 
thoursgive a decisive evidence in adopting its 
matter and language; and this censure ap- 
pears to be retailed at second hand, by those 
writers of an inferiour class, in whom also it; 
is found. 

But in carrying up our doubt of the au- 
thority of this maxim to its source, however 
imposing the names of Homer and Aristotle 
must ever be, their voices can convey no 
testimony to determine llie present question. 



lia^fpasiv' en; yap ay ra. HpaSma fif fierpa ri5i»«i, xcti sfsf T;TToy 
a.y (II) ipnpia. tij fisra fiET^H, ij aj/vJ fj-npiuv aXXa ruTO! hapeoa, 
Tw rev fiir m ysveiifva Xtytiv, n* Si o'a av ytyoirt.lk Pcet. 5 19. 
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AS one proof of which, let it be remembered, 
they both preceded, by a considerable time, 
the existence of such a production as an his- 
torick poem. Aristotle drew his rules, at least 
of epick poetry, from Homer; and Homer 
wrote at a period when a!I important occur- 
rences were committed to the almost certain 
raisrepresentatioii of tradition; but Lucan, 
when they were fiKcd by the definite language 
of history. Of couree, Homer and Lucan 
wrote under circumstances llie most opposite; 
and to try the one by the practice of the 
other, or by any rule deducibic from it, is to 
measure him, not so much by an authority 
which he has no right to acknowledge, as by 
It standard which possesses no scale to ap- 
preciate his merits or defects. Far am I from 
niaintainiug, lliat this maxim of Aristotle 
does not contain much general truth: this is 
so much the case, that we may draw from it 
the justification of many particulai's in the 
conduct even of Lucan. To omit mention- 
ing the circumstance of figurative and me- 
trical language, in which he introduces his 
heroes speaking; nnich of the dignity with 
which he has elevated his subject, much of 
the decoration with which lie has adorned it, 
may be justified on the licence permitted in 
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lliis maxim to a poet, as opposed to l!ie fide- 
lity exacted from the historian. 

On the whole, 1 am inchned to imagine, 
that in judging of the poetical description of 
the '* Pharsalia," and of other hislorick epo- 
pees, the charges urged against their aiithours 
have partly proceeded from our considering 
the facts which enter the details of such pocms» 
not as they are placed with respect to the 
poet, but as they are situated with regard to 
ourselves. From the comparative remote- 
ness of the period in which we exist, many 
circumstances of inconsiderable note must 
have disappeared from our observation, 
which were regarded as important by the 
poet. This consideration will at least serve 
to account for that attaciiment of Lucan to 
particular truths which gave offence to Tasso, 
and for that attention to minuter occur- 
rences, wliich drew down the censure of 
Voltaire. 

I'he cause of historick poets which I now 
espouse, is not destitute of support, and of 
support drawn from high authority, and 
founded upon just and pertinent observation. 
The conduct of Addison, in rejecting fiction 
in his " Campaign," has been pronounced 
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by a celebrated writer, rational and manlj.' 
And it has been well observed by Voltaire, 
though, it must be confessed, his practice 
possessed liltle consistency with his prin- 
ciples: " II [Lucain] ne fut pas le premier 
qui choisit une hisloire r^cente pour le sujet 
d'un poerae ^piquc. Varius, cotemporain 
de Vii"gile, niais dout les ouvrages ont et^ 
perdus, avait execute avec succ^s cette dan- 
gereuse enterprise. La proxiniite des tems, 
]a notoriety publique de la guerre civile, le 
siecle eclairc, politique, et peu superstitieux 
ou vivaient Cesar et Lucain, la solidile de 
son sujet, 6toient a son genie tout liberty 
d'iavention fabuleuse.'"' This must be the 
character of every recent subject which is 
chosen for an historical epos; and this obser- 
vation, if admitted to be just, must as well 
determine the practice of the modern poet, 
as juslify the conduct of the ancient. 

Thus it is, that in the manner of narrat- 
iug those principal incidents which form the 
action or groundwork of his subject, the 
poet is limited to historick truth. Let me 

> Johnson's Life of Addiion. Works, Vol. X. p. 115. Ed. 



* Sur la Pocs, Epiquc, ub. supr. 
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not be conceived, however, to maintain, that 
he should sink his importance in that of 
the mere historian. We come to the pe- 
rusal of the different compositions of poetry 
and history, with very different expectations 
to be gratified. We require in the former, 
as it is written principally to inform, and not 
so much to interest us, that it should speak 
the truth, and speak it without addition or 
concealment. From the rigour of such a 
Jaw, the compositions of the latter kind must 
be fully exempted, as the productions of an 
artist who labours with the opposite end, ra- 
ther to delight than to instruct his readers. 
The poet, in encroaching on the province of 
the histonan, condescending as he does, to 
be indebted to him for his subject, must re^ 
jjay the debt, at least by an acknowledg- 
ment. Hence we require truth also from him 
suitably to his engagements; but we expect 
to contemplate it as through a mist, in par- , 
liul amplilicalion and concealment. 

And hence from the reasoning wliich has 
been employed to establish these assumj>- 
tions, and the general confirmation which they 
receive from the practice of those writere who 
have carried this species of composition to 
perfection, we may proceed to lay down the 



following rules, as marking ouL the extent of 
those licences, which may be taken by the 
historical poet in receding from the science 
of history. 

With respect to incidents which are 
striking and well authenticated, if they hap- 
pen not to be suited to the end of his com- 
position, the poet may claim every indul- 
gence in omitting them at pleasure. This is 
a licence which, with due limitations, is per- 
mitted to the historian; for he may select in 
his details, from the mass of occurrences in- 
cident to any people, the particular project 
or expedition happening at some particular 
time; and he is never called upon to deliver 
more upon a subject thus chosen, than is 
necessary to its individual comprehension. 
But more particularly with respect to those 
facts which retain any marks of being little 
or doubtful, both the poet and hisloriaa 
must find it their interest to sujipress them 
altogclhcr, as they will equally find it tlieir 
advantage to retain those which bear the 
stamp of being grand and probable. 

But (his immunity cannot be claimed 
with respect to introducing incidents whicli 
are important, either on account of their 
greatness, their duration, or their notoriety ; 
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though ill admitting such materials in his 
composition, there may seem to be no con- 
tradiction given to any thing which history 
asserts as trulli, as they must be evidently 
the product of invention. Any distinction 
which would be made in favour of these in- 
cidents is not real, but imaginary; for tlie 
introduction of all such facts, must be vir- 
tually an alteration, if not of the particular 
truth of any incident in the work, most cer- 
tainly of that collective truth wliich makes ! 
up the body of its subject, and which by its I 
general etfect affords the most striking interest 
to engage the imagination. 

On the whole, with the important incii- 
dents, no liberty should be taken in altering 
their verity, where they happen to be au- 
thentick. And here we may appeal to Lucan, 
as fully confirming and exemplifying the I 
above doctrine; and the more so as his cha- 
racter for historick fidelity is so generally 
admitted, that it may be collectivel3' cited 
witliout descending to a specifick induction 
of particular passages. Thus far at least his 
testimony rrceives the sanction of the criticks 
as unexceptionable, and definitive; but as a 
suffrage singularly appropriate in favour of 
his fidelity, we may adduce, in Florus, the 
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testimony of an historian, who has adopted 
his narrative as affording sufficient grounds 
for his details, and has followed and enlarged 
upon his authority.' 

These incidents of greater note and im- 
portance, however, may be reducible to the 
rank of unimportant, from being questionable 
as to their truth, or doubtful as to their au- 
thority. In the former case, it is needless to 
remark, that they are only subject to the 
restrictions under which all unimportant in- 
cidents are placed. In the latter case, where 
there is a choice in facts, recommended by 
diflerent authorities, the poet is at liberty to 
adopt even those which are of inferiour cer- 
tainty, provided they have some credit, and 
afford any thing to heighten the beauty, or 
improve the interest of his subject. For the 
importance of such incidents being sunk in 
the circumstance of their truth being ques- 
tionable, and as they possess little to recom- 
mend them in point of verisimilitude, in 
having but doubtful credit, it is by their 
beauty principally that they can impait that 
pleasure, which is the end of his compo- 



' The comiuenlaCors on Lucan have occasJoDally pointed oat 
the imitatioQi of ihU bisiorian from ihe poet; as ai 
point, see their illiMtration* of lib. iv. v. 402. 




sitions, and which saves iheir htlleness and 
their doubtfulness from observation. 

There are facts besides those which we 
term important, such as are virtually incon- 
siderable in themselves, and hang upon the 
subject by a slight dependancc, without con- 
tributing essentially to forward its action. It 
is over such subordinate incidents, that the Poe- 
tick Licence of the historick epopee extends 
with the greatest latitude; and under the 
cover of it the poet may claim the liberty of 
altering, omitting, or introducing them, as 
may be most conducive to the consummation 
of that interest which it is the end of his art 
to awaken. The power he may use over 
incidents of this description, is subject lo 
no lestriction but that of preserving them 
in their subordinate character: for, as it 
is almost needless to observe, this charac- 
ter being once exceeded, those facts change 
iheir nature, and became subject to every 
, restriction in having become important. 

The confirmation and exemplification of 
these conclusions, may be likewise referred 
to tlie decision of Lucan ; to his work we 
may confidently appeal, as affording some 
justification of the rectitude, and every illus- 
tration of the feasibility of tins doctrine. 
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The poet, however rigidly attached he may 
appear to historir.k truth, has yet occasionally 
availed himself of those licences in altering 
subordinate incidents, which were calculated 
to heighten the effect of his poem, by ren- 
dering it more striking. Thus we may ob- 
serve, that in order to increase the interest 
of his work by exalting the popular cause, 
it is his general practice to extol the actions 
of those pci-sons who devoted themselves to 
the side of liberty, and to depress the cha- 
racters of those who attached themselves 
to the politicks of Csesar. AVith this view, 
he has used a considerable licence in mag- 
nifying beyond the truth of history, the 
characters of some of Pompey's adherents. 
Thus Domitius jEnobarbus is uniformly re- 
presented as courageous and warlike, though 
certainly not well entitled to such commen- 
dation. 

*" At te CorliDi valJdis circumdata muris 
Tecta teneat pugnar Dotniti. 

Phars. lib. ii. v. 478. 



' But in Corfimum loU Domitius lies. 

And from Us walls the advancing power deGes. 

Bowh's Phiri. ii. V. ?22. 
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* • • tibi nnmine ptfgnar . 

AdveraOj Domiti> dextri firons tradita Martis. 

lb. lib. vii. V.219. 

His conduct when pardoned by Caesar 
at Corfinium, is made to appear noble and 
exalted. 

^ « • « premit ille graves interritus iras 

JBt secum : ' Romamne petes, pacisque recessus 

^ Degener? Tu medios belli non ire furores 

' Jamdudum moriture paras? Rue certus^ et omnes 

^ Lucis sumpe moras^ et Cssaris effuge munos.' 

lb. lib. ii. V. 521. 

And his death at the battle of Pharsalia, 
is distinguished with every mark of honour. 

p Mors tamen eminuit clarorum in strage virorum 
Pugnacis I)oiniti» quein clades fata per omnes 

" Luckless Domitius, vaiolj brave in war. 
Drew forth the right with unaospicious care. 

lb. vii. V. 32^. 
. ^ Struggling with rage, undaunted he represt 
The swelling passions in his labVins; breast ; 
Thus murni*ring to himself: < wo*t thou to Rome 
Base as thou art, and seek thy lazy home? 
To war, to battle^ 10 destruction fly. 
And haste, as it becomes thee well, to die; 
Provoke the worst effects of deadly strife. 
And rid thee of this Caesar*s gift^ this life.* 

lb. ii. V. 786. 
p Among huge heaps of the Patrician slain. 
And Latian chiefs, who strew*d that purple plain. 



Dncebant. Nusqnam Magoi fortuna sine illo 
Succiibuit : victua toties .1 Cassare, salv^ 
Liberlate peril: tunc mille in ^Titncra Isetus 
Labitur, ac ven'A gaudet caruisse secund^. 

lb. lib. vii. V.599. 



But this art is more fully displayed by 
the poet, in the portraiture which he gives of 
the character and conduct of Ceesar; which 
he represents in a far different light from 
that attested by the general voice of history. 
In an early part of his work he thus speaks 
of him : 



Recording story has distinguish'd well. 

How brave, unfortunate DomitJus fell. 

In ev'ry loss of Pompey still be shard 

And dy'd in liberty, iLe best reward) 

Though vanquished oft by Cxsar, ne'er CDstav'd, 

I the last, ihe tyrant's pow'r bebrav'd: 
Mark'd o'er with many a glorious streaming wound. 
In pleasure sunk ibe warrior to the ground; 
No longer forc'd on vilest terms lo live. 
For chance to doom, and C^Esar to forgive. 

lb. vii. vfe62. 
4 But Cz&ar for destruction eager burns. 
Free passages and bloodless ways he gcornsj 
In fierce conflicting fields his arms delight. 
He joys lo be oppos'd, to prove bis might. 
Resistless through the wid'ning breach to go. 
To burst the gates, and lay the bulwark tow i 
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tlesperue fines, Tacoosqoe irrampat in agrds 
Atque ipsum non perdat iter^ confertaque bellU 
Bella geraty non tam portas intrare paten tes 
Quam fregis&e juvat: nee tam patiente eotono 
Aira premi, quam si ferro populetur^ et igni. 
Concessa pudet ire via, civemque videri. 

lb. lib. ii. V. 439- 

Before the battle of !Pharsalia he describes 
bim as invoking the furies, and the gods 
that presided over crimes, to afford him their 
assistance. 

^ At ta qnoi seelet^iim snperos i Quas rite vocasti 
Eumenidas Csfesar f Stjgii qaae Auriiinli regni i 
Infemumque nefas? Et mersas nocte furores f 
ImpiJEi tam ssvae gestums bella litasti i 

lb. lib. vii. V. l68. 
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' To barn the villages> to waste the plains^ 
And massacre the poor laborious swains. 
Abhorring law^ he chooses to oflfend. 
And blushes to be thought his country's friend. 

lb. ii. V. 66g. 
' &nt who^ O Cflesarl who were then thy Gods? 
Whom didst thou summon from their dark abodes? 
The furies listened to thy grateful vows. 
And dreadfid to the day the pow'rs of hell arose. 

lb. viiik V. 257. 

This licence is peculiarity striking, as historians have particu- 
larised the sacrifices Cassar oflfered to Mars and his tutelary 
goddess, Venus, the night before the battle, and have mentioned 
his vows to raise a temple to the goddess Victory if she favoured 
bim in the contest. 
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Jiut the most striking example of this licence 
may be drawn from the representation of his 
conduct after the fatal battle. He is first de- 
scribed as exciting his victorious army to 
plunder and rapine : 

' ' Victoria uobis 

* Plena, vlii," dixii, ' superest pro sanguine merces 

' Qaam monstmre ineum csl: nee cnim doaare vocnbo 

' Quod sibi quisque dabit. 

' Tot regiini t'orlona siinulj Magnique coacta 
' Expectat dominoa: projiera [iriecedere miles 
' Quos sequcris: quascunque tuaa Fbarsalia fecit, 

• A victis rupiantur opes.' lb. lib. vii. v. 737- 

As rejoicing in the slaughter, and satiating 
his rage in viewing the destruction of his 
countrymen. 



' Behold, lie cries, our victory complete. 
The glorious recoropence attends ye yet ; 
Much have you done to day, for Caesar's sake j 
Tia mine to shew the prey, 'tis yours to take. 
'Til yours wliale'er the vanquish'd foe has left; 
'Tis what your valour gaiu'd, and not my gift. 
For you the once great Tompey'e Btore attends. 
With rcg.ll spoils of Lis barbarian friends; 
Haite then, prevent the foe, and seize that good 
For which you paid so well with Uontan blood. 

lb, vii. V. 1052. 
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[amm elara dies Pbanalica damna retexit> 
Nulla loci facies revocat feralibus arvis 
Q^rentes ocaloa. Cernit propulsa cruore 
Flumina, et excelsos cqiduUs sequantia coUes 
. Corppra^ sidentes in tabem special acervos. 
El Magni niunerat populos : epulisque paratur 
lUe locusj vulliis ex quo^ faciesque jacenlum 
AgDOscal. Juval Emalhiam non cernere lerram 
Et lastrare oculis campos sub clade latentes. 
. lb. lib. vii. V. 787- 

And even denying the last o£Bces of sepul- 
ture to their remains. 

i> Ac ne laela furens scelerum spectacula perdat, 
Invidel igne rogi miseris^ coeloque nocenti 

II ' 

^ But soon the visionaiy horron pats. 

And his first rage with day resumes its place : 

Again his eyes rejoice to view the slain. 

And run unweary*d o*er the dreadful plain. 

He bids his train prepare his impious board. 

And feasts amidst the heaps of death abhorfd. 

There each pale €ice at leisure he may know. 

And sdll behold the purple current flow. 

He views the wofiil wide horizon round, 

' And joys that earth is no where to be found, 

. And owns, those Gods he serves, bis utmost wish have 

crown*d. 

lb. vii. V. 11 10, 

* Still greedy to possess the curs*d delight. 

To glut his soul, and gratify his sight^ 

The last funereal honours he denies. 

And poisons with the stench Ematbia's skies. 

Not thus the sworn inveterate foe of Rome 

Bofoj*d the vanquish'd consul's bones a tomb : 
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Ingerit Einatliium. Non ilium P^nus bumatol' 
Coiisulis, et Libycaauccensa: lampade Cannai 
Conpellunt, liomiDuDi rilus ut seivet in hostes: 
Sed tneminit nondum satiata coedibus im, 
Gives eisc suob. lb, lib. vii. t. 797. 

How such libcrlies may be allowed, and 
yd be reconcileablu with verisimilitude, a 
principle which was laid down as essential 
to corapositious of the historical kind, and 
which was taken as affording one of the 
strongest arguments in favour of adhering to 
historical truth, may be thus briefly esta- 
blished. 

With respect to those incidents which are 
drawn from history, as they arc not consi- 
derable, the historian's authority becomes no 
ultimate test of their truth. Events of lesser 
importance admit of a different statement 
according to the different opinions by which 
they are imbibed or transmitted : and under 
the supposition of the historian's being mis- 
Uiken, which daily experience informs not to 
be improbable, the poet is at liberty to adopt 



His piety the tounlry round beheld. 
And briglit with fires shone Caonx's fatal field. 
But Caesar's rage from fiercer motives rose ; 
These were his eoantrymen, his worst of foes. 

lb. Til. V. 1 
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a different mode of detailing them in descrip- 
tion, particularly if, when thus altered, they 
will be more suited to the purposes of his 
composition. 

With respect to matters of lesser impor- 
tance, which are left undecided by history, 
the poet's practice^ as it cannot be determined 
by reality, is to be estimated by probability. 
But many circumstances of inconsiderable 
note, which give poetry its most engaging 
touches, if recorded in history, would be in- 
consistent with that utility which is the end 
of historick narration: others there are, 
which being indispensable to the closeness 
and fidelity of historick detail, would offend 
against that general delight which is the end 
of poetical composition. Many of the inci- 
dents consequently, which find a place in 
poetry, may be considered true, although des- 
titute of historical authority: nor can the 
evidence of the historian be adduced as nega- 
tiving their reality, although he does not 
afford them his support or countenance. 
Being devoid of this testimony, their truth 
seems capable of being determined only by 
their probability, which it is always in the 
poet's power to create, according as the cir- 
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cumstances of his composition render it ex- 
pedient. 

But in this estimate historick fidelity is 
conceived to be invariable, whereas the con- 
duct even of historians, more particularly in 
detailing the characters of their work, admits 
of considerable latitude. It is sufficient to 
observe that it is the general practice among 
the most celebrated proficients in this science, 
to add more interest to their favourite cha- 
racters, by heightening and embellishing their 
actions. This must be evident to any person 
who examines the different representations 
given by different historians of the same 
eminent characters: and not merely of those 
personages who lived before or near their 
own times, but of their very colemporaries. 
A\'heu we see those biassed representations 
among the most accurate detailers of facts, 
the foundation of whose works is exactness 
and fidelity, Itow much more should we 
admit tliem into the composition of a poet, 
the very essence of whose art is interest and 
pleasure? 

But we may extend tliis principle further, 
so as to embrace another circumstance, in 
which the conduct of Lucan may be men- 



tioncd with almost exclusive approbation: 
namely the additional embellishment which 
he has given his poem in the several speeches 
ascribed by Iiim to his different characters: 
a portioQ of his work which may be distin- 
guished among the adscititious parts which 
the poet is licenced to incorporate on his 
subject. It must be here also observed that 
historians, however bound to follow the plain 
track of reality, are yet accustomed to 
heighten the dramatick parts of their works: 
and this licence is most jusll}' extended to 
them. For, words are of so fleeting a ftature, 
that unless they are marked by some pecu- 
liarity in the thought, or turn in the expres- 
sion, they can seldom be relied on as accu- 
rately reported, or well authenticated. Of 
course the poet who undertakes to narrate 
them possesses a privilege of deviating again 
from the historian: when the authority from 
whence he derives his materials is donhtful, 
he has every liberty of turning its unccvtuinty 
to his advantage. 

In this respect Lucan is particularlv 
happy: ihe merit of his several orations is 
so conspicuous, and they have coiifejTod so 
much additional splendour on his poem, that 
even those criticks, who carry the severity of 
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their strictures so far as to deny him a place 
among poets, allow him to rank high among 
orators. These ornaments are in fact most 
admirably suited to the serious and dignified 
nature of the historick poem ; and as such he 
has devoted to them his most particular at«- 
tention. So far so indeed, that, (if we except 
Achilles' answer to Ulysses in the ** Iliad'') his 
orations must be confessed to have excelled 
those of all other epick poets, whether 
ancient or modem, in the copiousness and 
energy of their style, and in the vividness and 
animation of their diction. 
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CHAP. II. 



OF TH£ ROMANTICK EPOS. 

At the very opposite extreme of the historick 
epopee, is placed, as I have already observed, 
the epick romance ; and this is so far the case, 
that the former appears the converse of the 
latter; what is incompatible in the one, is 
indbpensable in the other. The historick epos, 
9s its title imports, requires a foundation in 
historick facts ; but the epick romance finds 
a sufficient support in legendary story. 

The mode of inquiry with respect to the 
licences allowable in the incidents of this 
division of poetry, becomes of course the 
converse of that employed with respect to 
the historick poem ; as in the latter case, it 
was our object to discover how far fiction is 
compatible with what is true, in the present 
instance we have to inquire how far history 
is consistent with what is fictitious in compo- 
sition. And of the same nature is the con- 
clusion which these inquiries will be found 
to establish : as fiction was shewn to be ge- 
nerally excluded from the composition of the 
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former, historj' will be found to be equally 
inadmissible in the constitution of the 
latter. 

The assertion now hazarded, on the in- 
compalibility of a purely historical subject 
with a poetical romance, will not require to 
be discussed with much intricacy of argu- 
ment before it is estabhshed. And though 
the assertion may appear at first rather pa- 
radoxical, it is, however, a fact, that to em- 
body productions of this kind with history, 
and thus to give them an absolute founda- 
tion in reality, would tend only to diminish 
those qualities of truth, probability, indivi- 
duality, and embellishment, which make up 
the notion of that ideal beauty, by which the 
poet may be supposed bound to regulate his 
fictions. 

The essence of the poetical romance con- 
sists in a wildness of fiction, which derives its 
appearance of truth, not from our knowledge, 
but credulity : the fictitious parts of such com- 
positions can of course derive little improve- 
ment from a forced alliance with that science 
which possessing no varieties of change, 
is confined to the straight line of real occur- 
rence. Over facts which have once occurred 
we have no power of alteration ; we may 
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misrepresent, but we cannot virtually change 
them: it must of course pervert and destroy 
the nature of such materials, in any produc- 
tion whatever, to blend thera with fictitious 
circumstances. When we join ihose discor- 
dant ingredients, not by incorporation, but 
in succession, such an union must be equally 
unpromising of a successful issue; as it must 
tend rather to bring discredit on that part of 
the composition which we must believe as 
being true, than give probability to that part 
which we must doubt as being preternatural. 
In this mixture, we can be as little said to 
improve the general effect which arises from 
the verisimiHtude of the entire subject, as the 
verisimilitude produced in any of its parts; 
for what is partially fictitious, cannot be col- 
lectively true. 

This reasoning is equally conclusive when, 
in point of extent and magnitude, the historick 
part of the subject bears no proportion to the 
fictitious. Of a very different nature is the 
power which the mind possesses over real and 
over imaginary occurrences: those, we have 
observed, it cannot alter; over these it exer- 
cises a power of varying them even to an un- 
limited degree. By whatever modes of com- 
bination these heterogeneous materials may 



be connected, it must be therefore pretty 
evident, that the part which is fictitious must 
bend and accommodate itself, as being more 
ductile, to that which is real and unalterable; 
and that this circumstance will give the work 
that marked turn of feature, which is to deter- 
mine its character as historick or marvellous. 
Fiction is, under its most fascinating appear- 
ance, of a rare and subtle nature; it may be 
rendered at once beautiful and considerable, 
from the extent to which it may be drawn out, 
and the exility with which it may be super- 
induced on the exteriour of any subject; but 
reality takes a more forcible hold of the ob- 
servation, from the prominence and solidity 
with which it stands above the level of the 
surface. A romance, therefore, constructed 
on a liistorick subject, becomes a regular 
claimant, from its nature, to the title of a 
production founded on fact; and regarded in 
this light, what is historical in its composition 
must at least fix the aera, and determine the 
bounds of its subject. Tlie case of the poetical 
romance becomes, in tliis view, analogous to 
that of the historick poem ; both must be con- 
sidered the expansion, in poetical language, of 
a certain number of facts, and of facts whereof 
the reader is supposed to possess a steady 
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view, and a perfect knowledge. If, there- 
fore, the mind rejects, as an imperfection, the 
licence of alteration in the one species of 
production, how much more will it revolt 
against that unbounded fiction, which the 
other does not take as an appendage, but 
claims as a principal component in ils pro- 
ductions? 

It is almost superfluous to remark, that 
from the present consideration of the poetical 
romance, that case is excluded where ihe real 
occurrences, on which (he work is founded, 
have undergone such alterations as prevents 
them from being known: for such a )>lan, 
though said, and with much propriety, to be 
founded on fact, must be considered purely 
fictitious, as facts appear no longer in its 
composition. 

But in assuming the case of a romance 
being founded on history, if the subject of 
the poem appeal's to receive no improvement 
in its tfulh or probability, it is impossible it 
can be benefited by the alliance in any other 
particular. To give it a dash of individual 
nature," which gives a strength of colouring 



w Sec Sir J. Reynolds' Notes o 
at quoted by Mr. Twining, in h 
p. 501). 



Du Frcsnoy's Art of Painting 
Noies to Aristotle's Poeticks, 



to alt the compondons of art. may be ctm- 
cejved vithin the power of hbtory, which is 
occaskmaJly dedicated to the particular oc- 
currences incident to extraordinary persons. 
But any accessions which it could derive in 
this respect, it may acquire from other sources, 
or may appropriate from the science in con- 
sideration, without being bound to adopt 
such attendant circumstances, as will make 
facts the basis of its subject, or give the pro- 
duction the liile of being historical. Nor 
can the romantick poem derive any impFDTe< 
ment from Iiistory in point of embelUshment. 
For a liberty of giviog such a direction to the 
facts and circumstances of the work as may 
suit the poet's caprice, being implied in the 
very nature of this species of composition as 
being fictitious, it follows, from the power 
which the mind possesses of improving in 
conception on almost every object submitted 
to the imagination, that the romantick poet 
inherits a greater power of contributing to 
our delight by realizing an imaginary crea- 
tion, than he could possibly attain by follow- 
ing the direct track of real events, however 
splendid and dignified. 

But though the poet is thus debarred from 
giving his composition a general alliance with 
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historyt he is not excluded from afibrdioff it 
some bearing upon truth. *Jnfiict,themagni* 
Aide of his compositions^and the commanding 
authority of those great persons who have pre* 

ceded him in such an undertakings seem ta 
exact that his subject should be founded on 
^ts: while the nature of his poem, equally 
strengthened by the same precedents,"" im- 
poses a law no less binding, that these facts 
should never have been committed to au- 
thentick record. From the first of these prin- 
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X Such ftbnloos histories as those of Tarptn and Geoffrey of 
Moamoath^ are the aathorities on which those compositions are 
principally foonded. The former is frequently referred to by 
Ariosto. 

£ Turpin scrire a pnnto^ che fur^ 8cc. 

Cant xiii. Ott. 40. 

Non u l^ge in Turpin, che n'avvenisse; 

Ma vidi gi^ un Aotofj che piii ne scrisse. 

Scrive Tautore^ il cui nome mi taccio : 

Che non faor> &c. Cant. xxiv. Ott. 44. 

Mettenddo Turpino, anch*io Tho messo> &c. 

Cant, xxviii. Qtt. 2. 

Scrive Turpin, rerace in questo loco> 

Qhe due^ o tre giii^ &c. Cant. xxx. Ott. 4g. 

Non ho veduto mat, nd letto altrove 
Fuor ch* in Turpin, d*un s) fatto animale. 

Cant, xxxiii. Ott. 85. 

Many of the chief incidents io the *' Fairy Queen/* have been 
traced by Mr. Warton to still less authentick sources. Sec his 
Observations on Spenser. Vol. I, sect. ii. 
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ciples he transfers to his work the name of 
its heit), and some of the leading circum- 
stances of his achievements; from the latter, 
he derives the power of forming his plot, of in- 
terweaving with it such wild incidents as con- 
tribute to its advancement, and of adapting 
to it such grotesque particulars as this extra- 
vagaut species of composition delights in. 

And this reasoning is as generally exem- 
plified, as that on ihehistorick epopee, in the 
productions of every writer who has excelled 
in the romantick department of poetry. We 
find no instance of a poet applying for the 
subject of such a w^ork to any source, but 
that in which even apparent truth became 
suspicious from being forced into an alliance 
with some contiguous im|>robability. Thus 
the period of the European annals, from 
which Pulci, Boyardo, and Ariosto, took llie 
subject of their romances, was one wliich re- 
ceived no steady illumination fiom the clear 
lights of history; and Spenser, writing with 
similar views, was led in search of his subject 
into an jera which was involved in all the 
remoteness and obscurity of the darker 
a^es. 

The poetical romance, being thus ex- 
cluded from authcutick history, must rely on 
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fiction to supply those principal incidents 
i^hich constitute the groundwork of its fable. 
And this being the case, it regularly arranges 
itself under that part of my inquiry which is 
professedly devoted to what is marvellous in 
the composition of poetry. I shall therefoie 
dismiss it for the present with a single re- 
mark. The more important incidents being 
thus derived from fiction, they afford the 
libet an opportunity of varying them by 
every species of licence ; by which means the 
striking contrast that exists between roman- 
tick and historick productions, is preserved 
to a remarkable degree. For this liberty is 
permitted to the historick poet over those in- 
ddents only, which are the reverse of im- 
portant; while it extends to the romantick 
poet over its principal events, and over the 
body of those descriptions which hold the 
most considerable share in the constitution 
of its subject. 
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CHAP. III. 



OP THE POETICAL EPOS. 

We have already seen that the historick 
poem nearly excludes the intermixture of fic- 
tion with its realities, and that the poetical 
romance is equally averse from constructing 
its details upon history. One of the chief 
circumstances which mark the superiority of 
the poetical epos over both these kinds of 
composition, is that of giving to its subject 
an equal alliance with facts and hction, and 
securing to it the contrary qualities of being 
marvellous and true. 

From this consideration on the nature of 
the poetical epopee, our mode of inquiry into 
the licences admissible in the art again shifts 
its position. For on balancing between what 
is fictitious, and what is historical in this de- 
partment of the art, and inclining successively 
to either extreme, the object of research ap- 
pears to branch out into the following diver- 
sities. 

I. May the poet take his subject wholly 
from invention? 
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- II. Or, may he be indulged in deriving it 
wholly from history ? 

III. On taking a middle course between 
truth and fiction, what proportion of each will 
he be constrained to preserve: what licences 
in fact may he take in what is liislorical, and 
what is fictitious in his subject? 

I, The project of founding an epick poem 
upon a fictitious subject has been opposed 
by Tasso. He combats such an undertaking 
on the principle of its weakening the interest 
by destroying the verisimilitude of the com- 
position. " Molto meglio h a mio giudicio, 
cbe d'all'istoria si prenda; perchfe dovendo 
I'Epico circare in ogni parte it verisimile, 
(presuppongo questo come principio nolissi- 
mo,) non e verisimile che una azione illuslre, 
quale sono quelle del poema Eroico, non 
sia stata scritta, e passata alia memoria de' 
posteri coll' ajulo d'alcuna istoria. I successi 
grandi non possono essere incognitj, e ove non 
siano ricevuti in iscrittura, da questo solo 
argomentano gli uomini la loro falsit^, e 
falsi stimandogli, non consentono cosi facil- 
mente d'essere or mossi ad ira, or a terrore, 
or a piet^ : d'essere or allegrati, or contri.t- 
tati, or sospesi, or rapiti, ed insomraa non 
attendono con quella aspettazione, e con 



quel diletto i success! delle cose, come fareb- 
bono, si que' medessimi success!, o !n tutto, 
o in parte veri stimassero."'' 

The conclusion contained in these ob- 
servations is incontestibly just : but as the 
reasons on which it is founded very mate- 
rially affect the force of those arguments era- 
ployed in illustrating the principles of ficti- 
tious poetry, they require some consideration 
before they are unconditionally admitted. 
That we are not so easily moved by what is 
fictitious as by what is true, "if assumed by 
the authour, or supposed to follow from his 
reasoning, is an assumption which does not 
appear to be borne out by general expe- 
rience. The interest we take in the perusal of 
our popular novels, whose subjects are in 
general fictitious, will at once prove it 
unfounded. But even if the appeal to this 
species of composition were not found to 
leave this assertion at least problematical, 
the argument might be shewn to establish a 
conclusion very irrelative to the present occa- 
sion. For admitting that a fictitious tale has 
not the same sway over the passions as one 
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Uiat is true, it may surely possess all the 
influence which is requisite in the species of 
composition which confines our present con- 
sideration. And that it does possess such 
requisite influence is the more admissible, aa 
the tales of fictitious history move us to a 
most powerful degree ; and as the produc- 
tions of epick poetry can never appropriate 
such a share of emotion, as is attainable in 
fiction, nor lay claim to such a portion of 
truth as will make much difference in the 
concern we feel for the interests and dis- 
tresses of the (Characters in its subject. 

But another circumstance seems adequate 
to justify a httle caution on our part in de- 
clining to assent to the authour's arguments, 
while we subscribe to his conclusion : as he 
appears to fix upon qualities in the compo- 
sition of epick poetry very different from 
those which impart to it its real character. To 
this observation I am led only from a con- 
viction that such a mistaken idea of the cha- 
racter of the epick muse, if supposed to 
proceed from such an authority, may be 
urged against the line of proof which I am 
necessitated to take in strengthening the 
same conclusion, although reasoning on dif- 
ferent principles. Had not the inimitable- 
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authour stooped too low in considering so 

narrow an object as that before ns, and thus 
turned from the general view of that art 
which he could not have misconceived, or 
would noL have misrepresented, it is evident 
he \voukt not have overlooked the objections 
to his reasonings which suggest themselves to 
a more conBned, but a more cautious obser- 
vation. For the circumstance of his having 
reasoned from principles so exceptionable 
we may assign the true cause ; it afforded 
the most ready solution of the difficulty that 
absorbed his attention. But that such is not 
the real character of the art ; that it docs 
not principally address itself to the more per- 
turbed emotions of the breast, nay that such 
a project, if realized by any poet, would be 
unsuitable to that calm and subdued dignity 
which is indispensable in the pure epical 
character, is an assumption which might be 
confirmed, and exemplified, by an appeal to 
tliat exquisite specimen, which the authour 
in question has given of his powers in ge- 
nuine epical poetry. 

On reducing the question to its proper 
level, and taking a true notion of the epical 
character, the same conclusion will be placed 
above being affected by any of those cscep- 
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tions drawn from fictitious history, to which 
it is seemingly exposed under the present 
misrepresented appearance. To set the point 
in question in a more clear and apposite 
light, it will be necessary to open our view 
a httle more into the nature of both these 
species of composition, and to regard them 
with a particular reference to each other. 
And here let the reader whose fastidiousness 
may turn from the degrading comparison 
into which the works of the epick poet are 
made to descend, in being brought into a 
competition with those of the novelist, re- 
member the object with which our under- 
taking is bounded. Let him remember like- 
wise that, by however great a distance these 
different kinds of composition are kept apart, 
they agree in one capital circumstance ; the 
works of the novelist not being infcriour 
even to those of the epick poet in respect of 
uniting those qualities of pleasure and in- 
struction which constitute the principal and 
indeed only end of poetical composition. 

That scope and object, which he who un- 
dertakes to write a novel prescribes to him- 
self, admits of little variety. The interest of 
his subject turns on the fate of two persons 
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of a rank not superiour to that of most of hb 
readers. 'J hese he first involves in a hopeless 
allacbnient ; he afterwards embarrasses them 
in difficuUies, and perplexes them in dangers, 
and finally conducts them to that union ia 
^vliich their wishes end, together with the 
expectation of the reader. Of a suitable 
elevation to the characters thus chosen, are 
the incidents and the end purposed in the 
composition. The occurrences are made to 
surprise merely by being unexpected ; and 
the end is never of greater importance than 
the celebration of a marriage, or the acquire- 
ment of a fortune. It is only by heightening 
the interests of a subject thus entered on 
and conducted, that the aulhour can supply 
its want of importance. This he effects by 
moving the heart and stimulating the aflec- 
tions to a powerful degree; by hurrying the 
mind in a tide of tumultuous delight which 
leaves it IJllIe consideration to look for, or 
to admit other gratification. It is with this 
view that he keeps us continually agitated 
between hope and disappointment, between 
suspense and gratification ; that he embar- 
j-asses what would be obvious in his plan, 
conceals his intentions with the view of asto- 
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uishing by their unexpected disclosure, and 
thus perplexes his intrigue for the purpose of 
pleasing by its developement. 

That we dispense with the want of truth 
in these compositions seems to be on two 
accounts; that event towards which the sub- 
ject tends, and those incidents on which it is 
constructed, are of that familiar and unim- 
portant kind which, falling within the com- 
pass of common occurrences, are not calcu- 
lated to force a doubt into the mind respect- 
ing their reality. We may also conceive fhem 
to have really happened, though out of the 
circle of our knowledge ; for occurrence^ 
equally unimportant frequently take place 
widiout our privity. It is not my intention, 
however, to maintain that we ever believe the 
production to be true; but that the interest 
we take in it is never interrupted with the 
notion of its being fictitious. But more than 
this, from the manner in which the subject is 
conducted, our passions are kept in con- 
tinued play, and our mind is so far diverted 
by a powerful interest, that it will not turn 
to this or any inferiour consideration. And 
should it even happen that these doubts, re- 
specting the truth of what interests us, should 
arise when we are thus engrossed by our 




feelings, their eiFects would be little felt 
among those sensations which more power- 
fully agitate the bosom. 

It must be sufficiently apparent that the 
expedients, by which the novelist is thus en- 
abled to support his subject without the 
assistance of truth, are neither resorted to 
by the epick poet, nor expected from his 
compositions ; but it is equally true, not only 
that the epopee rejects the whole of the means 
employed by the novelist in effecting such 
an end, but that we should not tolerate such 
an end if effected. The fundamental cause oi 
this circumstance seems to lie in the epopee 
exciting our pleasure by appealing rather to 
the taste, than by addressing the passions. 
And a justification of the preference mani- 
fested by the poet in directing his composi- 
tions to the former is dedticible not only irom 
the comprehensiveness of taste as a faculty, 
which occasionally embraces what is affect- 
ing and pathetick, as well as what is beau- 
tiful and grand"; it might be drawn from the 
nature of those emotions which it excites, as 
being of a nature more dignified, exalted, and 
intellectual than those which operate on our 
passions. Taking this circumstance alongwith 
the further consideration, that every poet 1$ 
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called upon to aspire at that highest degree, 
and that highest kind of pleasure, which is 
attainable by his art, it will ultimately lead 
us to a notion of the true epical character. 
And this notion properly followed up will 
eventually establish the conclusion of Tasso, 
and annihilate the force of the exception 
brought against it from fictitious history. 

That the want of dignity in the characters 
of a novel, the want of greatness in its inci- 
dents, and of importance in its catastrophe, 
must incapacitate such materials from enter- 
ing into the composition of epick poetry, is 
so self-evident as to appear unworthy of re- 
mark. The general character of that interest 
which fictitious history excites must place it, 
as being perturbed and passionate, under a 
similar interdict from entering into epical 
composition ; as it is fonvarded by a suc- 
cession of those unexpected events and af- 
fecting incidents, which, though powerful in 
swaying our passions, contribute little more 
to the gratification of that severer faculty, 
taste, than to procure it a temporary variety 
in that calm and serious delight after which 
it principally seeks. Nor can any suitable 
gratification be promised to this faculty by 



supplying that perplexity of intrigue which 
distinguishes the compositions of fictitious 
history from that simplicity of plan which 
we require in epical compositions ; and 
which is a plan of that kind alone that we 
can find time to comprehend, from having 
our attention divided among other and in- 
teresting considerations. 

The poet being thus excluded from sus- 
taining the interest of an epical composition, 
by those means which the novehst employs 
in his fictitious subjects, is left no alternative, 
in affording that pleasure which is the end of 
his art, but what the nature of his composi- 
tion, as being the most diguified as well as 
the most perfect of the works of invention, 
naturally suggests. And suitably to this cha- 
racter, he employs his subject, not in details 
of private interests, and domestick duties, 
but in the description of events of great and 
national concern, and in the display of moral, 
patriotick, and heroical virtues. That uni- 
formity of composition which requires, that 
incidents of this rank should be followed by 
a close of suitable elevation; that unity of 
plan which demands that every incident 
should hang upon some principal event, in 



i 



dl 



77 

order that the mind should not be distracted 
in keeping those parts together which are not 
simultaneous but successive; and that beauty 
of arrangement which exacts that our inte- 
rest should rise rather than fall with the pro- 
secution of the subject, are qualities which 
are indispensable in the epical plan : and 
they imperatively require, that the subject 
should be constructed on some occurrence 
of more than ordinary importance ; in the 
completion of which the production should 
find its termination. In the state of calm 
and collected emotion, with which the mind 
regards those incidents of the work, which 
suitably to the dignity of its composition 
should be thrown into a solemn repose, it 
must sink under the weariness of a prolonged 
narration, unless this expedient is adopted. 
For a production, thus constructed, must be 
for the most part deprived of those little^ 
interesting tales of domestick happiness or 
distress, which uphold the attention by the 
agitation of the passions ; and the mind must 
consequently feel a lassitude, unless it is kept 
alive by having the observation bounded by 
some great object ; such, as the subversion 
of a kingdom, the establishment of an infant 
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colony, or the restoration of an exiled prince 
to his people and dominions. 

An event of this magnitude must be re- 
presented as being conducted by some prin- 
cipal personages, and as having happened 
in some place and at some period. And 
these are the particulars which appear to 
exact that this event should be strictly histo- 
rical. It is equally impossible to make all 
these circumstances wholly fictitious ; to con- 
nect them with illustrious characters which 
are remarkable on account of being known, or 
to assign them the substantial existence of 
time and locality, without having on the 
mind a full impression of the subjects being 
so far contradictory to truth. And this ira- 
pression must mix itself with almost every 
sensation produced by the story, and if not 
overpower, at least allay that interest, which 
the composition ought to procure, without 
imperfection or diminution; for the emotions 
which are excited by this species of poetry 
are of a nature too subdued and solemn to 
counteract the dissatisfaction which arises 
from the sense of their being improper and 
unartful. We have not indeed any reason 
to apprehend the influence of this considera- 
tion in those passages of the work which 
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are patfaetick or terrible ; for these, whether 
they are real or fictitious, are fully adequate 
to support tliemselves by their own interest. 
But such descriptions, if more than occa- 
sionally introduced, must interrupt that sofi 
and equable tenour in which the action of 
the poem is advanced ; from which the poet 
cannot so rise, as to preserve a continued ele- 
vation, and to wliich he must at times even 
sink, if for no other purpose tlian to give 
£Uperiour eflect, by contrasi, to such parts of 
his work as are sublime and impassioned. 

The conclusion which has been just de- 
termined is not only analogous to that esta- 
blished with respect to the historick epopee, 
but has been determined on the same prin- 
ciples. The poet who undertakes either 
kind of composition is constrained to pre- 
serve or to adopt truth in his narration, as in 
departing from the track which it points out, 
the deviation must excite such sensations in 
his readers, as will prevent their interest from 
arising, at least to that degree which poetry 
must aspire after, while there is a possibility 
of its attainment. And this consideration 
of the reciprocity existing between the his- 
torick and poetical epopee, as well as the 
nature of the perfection required in every 
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composition of the art, at once leads to the 
decision of the second question respecting 
Poetical Licence which has been proposed 
for examination. 

II. On being excluded from etnplojing 
pure fiction, cannot an epick poem be con- 
structed on authentick history ? 

For what has been already declared on 
the impractibility of departing from authen- 
tick facts in the historical poem, must evince 
that they cannot undergo any alteration, 
much less be falsified to that degree which 
would be necessary for the perfection of 
epical poetry ; and that a subject consisting 
of them must be wholly excluded from its 
composition. 

Nor can it be deemed unnecessary or 
superfluous to have reduced the points under 
discussion to this explicit statement, however 
it may appear to have been anticipated, in 
our inquiries into the licences admissible in 
the historick poem. Since the poetical pro- 
ductions of the French, our rivals, not less 
in literary than in military glory, furnish an 
eminent exception to the conclusion which it 
is intended to establish ; the " Henriade," 
which is the chief epick poem that this na- 
tion can boast, being founded on a subject 
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taken from authentick history. But this 
exception, which derives no small weight 
from the extensive popularity of a writer of 
such general powers as M. de Voltaire, be- 
comes additionally formidable when this very- 
peculiarity in its composition is recommended 
as a perfection in the ingenious and sensible 
criticisms of M. Marmontel. 

In the defence which the critick offers for 
his countryman against that comparison 
which he had been brought into with Lucan, 
(a comparison which is surely as derogatory 
to the Roman, as the apologist would lead us 
to believe it is to the French poet,) this cir- 
cumstance appears prominent among those 
■which are adduced to determine the superio- 
rityof the modern overthe antient. " Lucain a 
suivi scrupuleusement I'histoire sans melange 
de fiction; an lieu que M. de Voltaire a 
chang6 I'ordredes tems, transport^ les faits, et 
employ^ le merveilleux." ' 

After having determined the reverse of 
this assertion on principles drawn from tlie 
nature and end of poetry, after seeing these 
principles exemplified in the practice of 
writers of no common note, or inconsiderable 
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length of standing, my only appeal from this 
decision lies to the feelings of my reader, who 
in that notice, which he may bestow on 
these speculations, may be disposed to add 
his suffrage to the conclusions which I en- 
deavour to establish. That this conclusion 
does not fail from wanting the support of 
high authority, would be admitted by M. de 
Voltaire himself, since the Abb6 Du Bos» 
of whose critical powers he bears ample tes- 
timony, most explicitly declares that a sub- 
ject from recent history is not fit for epick 
poetry.' 

But it is still more worthy of remark, 
that M. de Voltaire himself, bestowing most 
unqualified approbation on Lucan, and 
strengthening his approbation with very con- 
vincing reasons, has not only supported the 
superiour judgment manifested in the " Phar- 
saha," but has most incautiously decided 
against that mode of practice which he after- 
wards adopted in the " Henriade." Nor is 
it difficult to accouDt for this inconsistency 
between the authour's practice and his prin- 
ciples : in strict conformity to the latter, the 
poem was originally conceived, and offered 
to the world. It was not until after this period 
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that the authour perceived the possibility of 
advancing the credit of his production, by 
giving it more of an epical form. Those 
sentiments, which might have discouraged 
such a project, had been made publick some- 
time before this intention had been formed, 
and if they had been remembered by their 
authour would have had little weight while 
he was occupied with the idea of realizing a 
project which was calculated to become more 
a favourite with any poet. However this 
may be, the writer's own sentiments, standing 
as they do at present, must afford no small 
confirmation to the opinion which is now 
risqued, that the authour of the Hcnriade, 
so far from demonstrating the feasibility of 
that undertaking which his unprejudiced 
judgment once condemned, has, by his failure 
in it, left a standing proof of the justness of 
those rules to which he is observed to run 
counter. 

The progress of the epick poet, being thus 
restricted from passing into either extreme 
of truth or fiction, is left no alternative but 
that of taking a middle course between both ; 
and this brings our inquiry to that last case 
in an epical subject which has been proposed 
for consideration. 
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III. And yet this single case to which 
epick poetry becomes thus limited, does not 
possess the merely negative excellence of 
being good, because there is no better, since 
it is adopted where there is no liberty of 
choice. Lying equally between the extremes 
of reality and invention, it possesses their 
respective perfections, and thus exhibits every 
distinctive mark of intrinsick perfection. 
From the authour of every work we demand 
that he should aim at the greatest degree, 
and highest kind of gratification, in his com- 
positions, which is suitable to productions of 
their kind and nature. But the pleasure 
which historical and romantick poetry is 
capable of exciting lies under considerable 
restrictions. An historical poem, from the 
circumstance of being confined to the narra- 
tion of recent and authentick facts, seems 
composed with the express object of securing 
the truth and dignity at the expense of the 
interest of the subject. A poetical romance, 
on the other hand, from tlie circumstance of 
being excluded from adopting an historical 
subject, seems laid under the necessity of 
supplying the want of truth and importance, 
by heightening the interest of its fable. Of 
course, the pleasure which the one species of 
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composition affords in the perusal, partially 
excludes that which we feel in reading the 
other ; «e have most interest in the one, most 
truth and importance in the other. This 
being the case, either must be deficient in - 
that general pleasure wliich we can conceive 
to arise from their union, and which we ex- 
perience in turning to them in succession. 
It is this mixed sensation of delight which 
arises from a happy union of both, that is to 
be sought in the poetical epopee ; and this 
species of composition, being thus consti- 
tuted of contrary qualities, becomes capable 
of imparling that greatest degree and highest 
kind of gratification of which the art is sus- 
ceptible. And this union of such discordant 
ingredients, the works of some favourate ar- 
tists have not only enabled us to know are 
capable of being realized, but have taught 
us to feel in the most exquisite perfection. 

The epick poet being thus vested with 
powers to enter the different provinces of the 
historical and romantick compositions, be- 
comes in some degree exposed to the diffi- 
cuUics which they have respectively to en- 
counter. Of such a stubborn nature is the 
historical part of the materials admitted in 
his compositions that it will not yield to alle- 



ration : and yet to the completion of the 
plan of that composition which is professedly 
the most perfect of the works of invention, 
and which ought to be improved until it 
approaches that highest degree of excellence 
which conception can form, no inconsider- 
able alterdtion of some incidents in the stpry 
must be necessary. In the difficulty that 
arises hence the poet is left but one expe- 
dient. He must take a subject of a remote 
period. He must, in fact, select it with a 
partiality similar to what the eye feels in 
resting on such objects as from their remote- 
ness excite no doubt with respect to their ex- 
istence ; but of which, while the outline is 
perfectly defined, much of the pccuharities 
of their form, their colour, and their local 
circumstances, are left to employ the imagi- 
nation by exercising it in conjecture. A sub- 
ject chosen under these circumstances, while 
it secures to his composition all that import- 
ance which it can receive from truth, imparts 
to it all that interest which it can derive from 
invention. 

That intervening point in the history of 
any people between the suppression of fabu- 
lous narration, and the establishment of au- 
thcntick record, when the mind is suspended 
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between reason and credulity, seems to be 
the most promising period from which a poet 
is hkely to be furnished with such a subject. 
As this is a period which must be necessarily 
semi-barbarous, it is not only freed from the 
restraint of that affectation and refinement in 
manners which are so incompatible with the 
general nature of the higher poetry, but it 
seems most calculated to produce those im- 
portant and daring exploits, which are best 
adapted to a species of composition pro- 
fessedly heroical. And as the character of 
such a period is that of being credulous, it 
must receive from this circumstance such a 
tincture of superstition, as will give it a con- 
nection widi those supernatural agents, and 
that marvellous imagery, which add so much 
to our dehglu, by blending with that emotion 
a mixture of admiration. In the considera- 
tion of the antiquity of such a subject is in- 
cluded all that sacred awe which the mind 
feels in recurring to times that are past, all 
that solemn delight which it experiences in 
contemplating the venerable interest that 
surrounds and rests over human gran ur 
its decline. 

But if the epick poet is laid under cerlain 
restrictions from which the roraautick poet 



is exonerated, he is indulged in licences from 
■which the historick poet is debarred. To 
determine the extent of that power with 
which he is thus invested, it is necessary to 
remark in the first place, that he may claim 
the same liberty, which has been extended 
to the historick poet, of altering, omitting, or 
introducing all those incidents which are of 
secondary importance. And the only ex- 
ception which can be taken to this licence 
is, that a want of verisimilitude in the prac- 
tice may interfere with the pleasure which 
his productions are intended to confer. But 
from the circumstance of these incidents be- 
ing unimportant, it is directly a consequence, 
that they are little calculated to strike the 
mind, much less to interfere with that plea- 
sure which engrosses it when its interests are 
upon the stretch. From the same circum- 
stance it equally follows, that we undervalue 
the authority of such incidents as facts, if 
they obtrude themselves under that shape 
upon our observation. 

The same reasoning which has been em- 
ployed to reconcile with verisimilitude, those 
Jiberties which the historick poet may take 
with the important incidents in his work, 
will, when a little extended in its application. 



apply to the poet who engages in the more 
exalted and difficult task of pure epical 
composition ; and here we may make use of 
the opportunity to observe, that the licences 
of poets of the former description are com- 
paratively trifling when compared with those 
which may be assumed by the latter. In 
estimating the truth of any account, we must 
.ever make allowances for the circumstance 
under which the object was beheld, that 
forms the subject of its description, not less 
than for the complexion of the person's mind 
by whom it is related. Striking objects which 
are seen dimly, or at a distance, are generally 
conceived to be enlarged beyond the dimen- 
sions which they appear to possess when 
viewed more closely or distinctly, and in 
proportion to their real magnitude we repre- 
sent them more extended ; for we insensibly 
accommodate our language to the surprise 
they excite, without any intention of falsify- 
ing our declarations. But as the sensations 
excited in beholding such objects must be 
further influenced by the temper of mind 
with which tliey are regarded, the impres- 
sions that different persons receive from the 
same objects or occurrences may be very dis- 
Birailar; and to this difference we must ex- 
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pect to find iheir respective narratives will be 
faithful. A person of a cool and dispas- 
sionate judgment examines an object in many 
lights ; but one of a warm and passionate 
temper will be taken with it in that which is 
most engaging, and luminous. Under all 
these circumstances the truth of the repre- 
sented object is not so much sacrificed as 
we may suppose, nor can we lose much, if. 
any, of its true form, when presented to us 
through such a veil : for we readily observe, 
that the envelope forms no part of the body 
which it infolds, and that though it covers it 
does not conceal its proportions and figure. 
We thus judge of it, not by the mere exte- 
riour, but by that form which distends and 
upholds it. With similar restrictions it is 
evident we receive those accounts which are 
conveyed to us in the garb of poetical fancy; 
expecting to see every object heightened or 
enlarged beyond the nakedness of historical 
truth. The same circumstances which esta- 
blish a difference between the plain narra- 
tor, and tlie poetical delailer of historical 
incidents, must make that difference still 
greater with respect to the epick poet, who 
has comparatively little concern with real J 
occurrences ; who does not receive from bis-l 
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tbry, but draws from invention, most of the 
incidents that form his descriptions. We 
expect that the enthusiasm which enrapts 
him, which directs him in choosing a subject, 
and which warms him in prosecuting it, will 
transfer its lights and shades to every inci- 
dent and occurrence which comes within 
the sphere of its influence. 

Nor does the decided superiority, with 
respect to those licences which relate to im- 
portant incidents in poetical composition, 
terminate in favour of the epical poet, merely 
with the advantages just enumerated ; the 
nature of those authorities on which such 
incidents are recommended to his adoption 
leaves him an almost unlimited licence of 
selection, where there is any room for choice; 
and without any regard to the testimony by 
which they are supported. With respect to 
those which are doublfiil in their occurrence, 
or secondary in their importance, he may 
use the discretionary power of representing 
them as is most suitable to his purpose ; and 
in exercising this authoritj^ he may regulate 
his mode of representation by documents of 
the most doubtful credit. In estimating the 
force of the different testimonies on which 
facts of an obscure and a remote period 
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are attested, traditionary probability standi 
nearly on the same foundation as historical 
representation : in both we are justified in 
supposing there may be some degree of 
errour, so that the authority of no one can bi 
set up in opposition to the other, so as t( 
invalidate the truth of that statement which'] 
is adopted by the poet. 

In pursuing the line of conduct prescribed 
above, the poet is not less supported in his 
practice by reason than justified by prece- 
dent. The historick grounds which can be 
found for the main event of the subject of 
the iEneid, the settlement of the Trojans in 
Latium, are now supposed entitled to very 
slight credit. On the question of ^neas's 
having ever been in Italy, from what has 
been agitated, there appears to be most ar- 
guments on the negative side."" The Iliad, 
as being founded on the supposition of a war 
between the Greeks and Trojans, has been 
of late asserted ' to rest on no surer basis, with, 
respect to the main event of its subject : bul 
in this conclusion the publick very justl; 
seem disinclined to concur. On the truth 
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of one very important fact, however, that 
of Helen's having been at Troy, during the 
time of the siege, considerable doubts have 
been started, and on high historical autho- 
rity :* and this circumstance seems to justify 
a reference to the authority of Homer as a 
precedent in that mode of practice which 
Poetick Licence confers to the artist, and 
from which he derives a power of choosing 
what is most suitable to his purpose in facts 
of a doubtful or contested authority. 

And hence it happens, that among facts 
which are thus imperfectly reported, or ob- 
scurely contemplated, the poet may insert 
many incidents, and even episodes, which are 
important, not less on account of the eleva- 
tion than the extensiveness of their subject. 
For having imagined them with suitable 
attention to verisimilitude, he can have little 
to fear for their sufficiency to convey that 
pleasure which is the sole end of poetical 
composition. It is knowledge alone that can 
interpose her authority to remind us that 
such pleasure has but an imaginary reality : 
but knowledge has now no real objects to 
impress upon our senses, so as to dissipate 

* Hbkodot. lib. u p. 8. 
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the delusion ; her feeble monitions therefore 
escape the attention, which is already en- 
grossed by fascinating, though visionary pro- 
babilities. The licences of this kind, which 
might be exemplified irom any epick poem, 
are those which place the most marked dis- 
tinction between the respective provinces of 
epical and historical poetry ; and so exten- 
sive a range do they open to the former, that 
they appear to place it under scarcely any 
historical restriction, but that of deriving 
from fact the main action of the subject, the 
actual scene of its transaction, and the prin- 
cipal characters by whom it is conducted. 
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CHAP. IV. 



OF THE DRAMA. 



Although among poetical productions of 
the highest order, the compositions of the 
drama, occupy but a second rank in point of 
execution, they claim decidedly the first place 
in point of effect : the emotions which works 
of this kind produce by means of theatrical 
representation being more powerful than 
those which can be excited by the dead let- 
ter of written composition. On the real 
temporary existence which is conferred on 
the ideal creations of the poet, by em- 
ploying living characters to deliver his sen- 
timents, and a visible scene to sustain his 
action, I wish particularly to fix the at- 
tention of the reader, as one of the chief cir- 
cumstances which characterize the peculiar 
licences of the drama, as opposed to those of 
the epopee. By such powerful auxiliaries 
to narration as dramatick gesture and visible 
representation, more spirit and animation are 
added to the effect of the piece, under cover 
of which the poet is enabled to take many 
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liberties with the truth of the incidents on 
which his subject is founded. For though 
it may rather appear that poetry, in descend- 
ing from her ideal state, and submitting her- 
self to the test of the senses, may thus expose 
to observation those deviations from science 
which constitute all licences, yet this is far 
from being llie case. On the contrary, with 
respect to those rules which are to regulate 
the dramatick poet in detailing bis incidents, 
they may be generally pronounced to stand 
exempt from those limitations which circum- 
scribe his practice who engages in epical 
compositions. 

This will fully appear on prosecuting our 
inquiries into the licences which may be 
taken, in the productions of the theatre, with 
history, the science still under consideration. 
And it will be more conducive to this end, 
to distribute the subject of discussion in the 
same manner as was adopted in considering 
the licences of epick poetry. The following 
are consequently the points which offer them- 
selves for inquiry. 

I. May the poet derive his subject wholly 
from invention ; or should he take it from 
history ? 

II. In founding a drama on historical 



tbcis, how far is lie licenced in deserling his- 
torical aulhoritj' ; 1. ivhcre the facts happen 
to he of remote; and, 2. where Ihey are of 
recent t)C('urrcnce? 

These questions appear lo comprise every 
difficulty which requires a solution in the 
different modes of composition which have 
been contradisiinguisiicd as historical and 
poetical ; all consideration of the romantick 
species of composition in the drama being 
reserved for lliat particular section of this 
inquiry, whicli is appropriated to what is 
marvellous in poetry. 

I. On the first of these questions how far 
the poet 13 liberated from ihe necessity of 
taking the 3ul))ect of his poem from history, 
Very different sentiments have been enter- 
tained. P. Brumoy maintains the negative 
; of this question, and is opposed by M. de 
Voltaire ; the same point, if I remember 
rightly, has been contested by Dr. Blair and 
Dr. Warton. In this state of a question 
which seems supported by pretty equal au- 
thority, some countenance is not wanting for 
him who places himself ou either side. In- 
fluenced, however, by the desire of seeing 
foeticaT Licence freed from every possible 
Restraint, I feel tittle hesitation in arranging 
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myself on the side of those wlio maintain ihe 
affirmative. The reasons which apply to 
laying the epopee under similar restrictions 
have no reference whatever to the drama; 
and if this can be proved to be the case, the 
poet who acts in disregard of all such re- 
straints has not much to fear from the attacks 
of any opponent. 

The arguments w!iich were advanced to 
prove it incumbent on the epick poet, that 
he should construct his poem on an histori- 
cal subject, were fundamentally diawn from 
the particular character of his composition, 
which obliges him to address his work rallier 
to the taste than to the passions. Suitably 
to the more serious nature of that faculty, I 
have already shewn that he is obliged to 
niaintfun an ccpiabic dignity in his composi- 
tions, and to preserve the easy tcnour of the 
events, undisturbed by the bustle of intrigue 
and the continued agitation of passion. It is 
to support and interest the mind in the cool 
and collected state, into which a train of in- 
cidents of this description must tend to throw 
it, that he becomes necessitated to impart to 
his sid)jcct those qualities of importance 
and truth, wliich can be attained only by an 
adherence to history. But the end which 



crilicks Iwive prescribed to tragick compo- 
sitions, and wliicli tliose poels have pursued 
mIio liave excelled in works of this descrip- 
tion, is materially different from that which 
is followed in epical productions. Suitably 
to tiie precepts of criticism, those poets who 
liave excelled in tragick composition have 
almost exclusively aimed at moving our pity 
and terrour ; those passiotis which exert the 
most powerful dominion over our breast, and 
which rarely mix ihemseives witli those sorter 
emotions that generally influence our taste. 
Nay, many uf the poets, particularly among 
the moderns, have carried this principle still 
fui'llier, and have ventured to involve the 
drama iii all that bustle of action, and intri- 
cacy of plot, which are calculated to 
quicken our feelings at wliat is palhetick, 
anil alarm our apprehensions at what is ter- 
rible in its subject. Those reasons of course, 
from which it has been pronounced that an 
historical subject is indispensable in the epo- 
pee, have no application in the present in- 
stance ; having been drawn from a consi- 
deralion of the peculiar circumstances in 
which that department of llie art is placed, 
they can have no reference to the drama, the 
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nature and end of which are of so totally 
difTcrent a description. 

It may be however imagined, as every 
sirtist is obliged to aspire ai'ier the highest 
conceivable excellence of which his compo- 
sitions are susceptible, that the truth and 
importance which esclusively belong to a 
snbject fonnded on fact, as opposed to one 
drawn from invention, impose it as a duty 
on the tragick writer that he should construct 
his works on history. Without questioning 
the authoiily of the principle iVom which 
this inference is nijidc, we may venture to 
doubt that the end which it proposes could 
be in any respect attained by carrying the 
project under consideiation into effect. For 
a few considerations, it is presumed, will be 
sufficient to evince, that however a subject 
thus chosen might inherently possess such 
reijuisite qualities, us arc here supposed to 
recommend a faljie tlmt is historick, they 
would become so weakened and altered in 
(he representation as to prove incapable o^" 
heightening the effect of the drama. 

Witli respect to the hrst and principal 
particular, tiiat greater truth may be thus 
Lnparied to the drama ; it is difficult to 
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conceive how any advantage tan |)rocecd 
Crom its purposed union Avitli hislorv. I'hc 
impressive iniliirc of representation places 
it above deriving any benefit from such an 
alliance ; for, being sustained by visible 
scenery and living cliaraclers, it thence ac- 
quires a species of artificial reality, more 
striking than any known fact can have in Uie 
remembrance. That we are ever deluded 
into a belief of the player's being the person 
he represents, is not no^v asserted : for the 
mind during the period of representalion is 
engrossed by circumstances very different 
from these, or any like considerations, on the 
personal idenlity of the actor or character. 
The fiuestion arising now is not whether this 
artificial realiiy ever amounts to theatrical 
delusion ; it is sufticicnl, that it so far imposes 
on our belief as to make us sympathise with 
the characters in the representation. And 
this l>eing once effected, tlie mind become* 
at the time too impatient of interruption to 
be solicitous about any matter of extraneous 
or secondary importance; and such at every 
moment of the representation must be all 
speculations on such points as whether the 
dramatick action occurred atany antecedenl 
period. 



Regarding then the facts of the drama 
as being not narrated, but actually renewed ; 
as operating on the mind through tlie inter- 
vention, not of the nieinoiy, but of the 
senses; as acquiring a species of real exist- 
ence from representation, at least that life 
and existence which makes the most forci- 
ble impression on the mind, it is pretty evi- 
dent, that the reality of ils subject can in no 
respect be increased by ttie consideralion 
of its having previously occurred, for, sup- 
posing this circumstance does affect the spec- 
tator, it is impossible thai, while he is en- 
gaged by it, he can make any deduction 
from it relative to the reality of the action 
in representation, but that of ils being 
absolutely untrue in that state wherein it 
principally affects his imagination. ^Vhen 
we are moved by the distresses of a Macbeth 
or Richard, it is the fictitious hero alone that 
engages our attention, and excites our s^'m- 
patby. The circumstance of such charac- 
ters having been once real does not increase 
our emotion, or influence our feehng for their 
sufferings : for they possess no greater power 
over our passions than an Othello or a Dou- 
glas, who never existed. And when we drop 
the idea of the actor, and think of the real 
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character which he personates, it is evident 
that the only impression which the repre- 
sentation can give us is that of its being sup- 
posititious : for the more true it is that Mac- 
beth or Richard once existed, the less proba- 
ble it must l>e iliul ibcy sustain a part in llie 
dramatick action. And tliese corisideralioiis 
are, I think, suflicient to phtce the possibi- 
lity of greater truth and reahty being im- 
parted to dramatick poetry, by means of 
history, out of llie tpiestion. 

If we liave thus to resign the defence of 
historjck subjecls, as imparting no greater 
truth and reahty than a iictitious story to 
tragedy, the chances are much against their 
being considered more suited to its end on 
the grounds of conierring greater dignity and 
importance. For it must rather tend to 
counteract than advance that powerful in- 
terest, which hnrrics the mind along with 
the course of representation, to transfer its 
subject from scenes of donieslick misl'ortune, 
to those events of national concern which 
alone of the facts of history Avould give the 
drama the supposed elevation. A drama- 
tick subject is sufficiently elevated as to its 
importance, when the sentiments and dis- 
positions of its characters are exalted, and 
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their sufferings great aiul aftVcling. Though 
in the lortuiic of more illuslrioiis peraoiiages 
such great epical evciUs may be involved 
as the fate of kingdoms, and the dissolution 
of nations : yet of these the passions lake 
but little concern, unless as Ihey tejid lo 
heighten those strokes of private calamiiy, 
which iiH'ecL the persons in whoso fale we 
are interested, and which possess tlie most 
powerful influence over the breast, of which 
it is sensible. As «e cndeavoui, by the 
mechanism of such springs to raise tragedy 
beyontl its proper level ; as we aim at making 
■its events more gi'neral in their influence, 
and more dignified in llieir importance, we 
must proportionately abridge it of those little 
resistless touches of private distress which 
find the speediest access to the heart; and 
thus raise it out of the sphere, in which 
''the generality of those persons move, who 
are to feel its effects by the sympathy which 
places them in the slate and circumstances 
of the imaginary sufierers of the drama. On 
these conditions it is an object rather to be 
avoided, than secured, to place the drama 
and epopee on the same terms ; and thus it 
is, that those reasons eventually fail with 
respect to the former, on which history has 



105 

been considered necessary lo the composi- 
tions of the latter. 

Against a position which is here as* 
sumed as granted, a modern critick appears 
to speak most decisively. After declaring 
** that tragedy prefers, or rather confines it- 
self to such actions as arc most important,'' — 
and ^^ that the persons whose actions tragedy 
would exhibit to us must be of principal 
rank and dignity,'' he subjoins, ^' that the 
actions of such persons are both in them- 
selves, and in their consequences most fitted 
to excite passion ;" and that " whatever be 
the unhappy incidents in the story of pri- 
vate men, it is certain, they must take faster 
hold of the imagination, and of course im- 
press the heart more forcibly when related 
of the higher characters in life."* These are 
assertions which the authour in question ap- 
pears to have introduced merely for the 
purpose of arraigning the modern tragedy 
as defective " in turning so constantly as it 
does upon love subjects," and on the dis- 
tresses " of private persons ;" so as, he adds, 
•* to have well nigh annihilated the noblest of 
the two dramas amongst us.' 
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Begging leave to deny on ibe evidence 
of my own feelings, which decide llic very 
contrary to what liie critick asserts, " that 
each of these couclusions is the direct con- 
sequence of our idea of (be end of tragedy,' 
I shall Tcntiire to oppose to liis assumptlutis 
the opinion of one who may be surely al- 
lowed to have possessed no slight strength 
of judgment, and pci-spicacily In criticism. 
And it is a curious circumstance, that the 
critick, whom 1 now quote, has repeatedly 
determined the reverse of the above conclu- 
sions, in judging the works of Shakespeare, 
Otway, and Rowe, those poets who of all 
the moderns have sliewn the greatest skill in 
swaying the passions. *' The play of Timon 
is a doinestick tragedy, and therefore strongly 
fastens on I he attentions of the reader."' — 
" The Orphan is a doniestick tragedy drawn 
from middle life, lis whole power is upon 
the affections; for it is not written with 
much compi'chension of thought, or elegance 
of expression. But if the heart is interested 
many other beauties may be wanting, yet 
not be missed'"' — " This play (Jane Shore) 



> JoHNfOH. G?a. Obseiv. on SbakNpeaie 
Md. LifcofOlway. Vol. IX. p.226. 
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consisting chiefly of doinestick scenes and 
private distress, lays hold upon the heart."' 

These are conclusions in which, as they 
are dictated hy feeling, not strained from 
principle, every i-eader joins liis ready assent, 
who has witnessed tlie representation of 
doniestick tragedy, and reuiembei's how he 
was atfccted by the exhibition. Tlie fact is, 
that in tragedies which employ dignified per- 
sonages to ciiiry oil the action of the fable, 
we are rarely affected by any distresses which 
might not equally belong to those who move 
ill the middle sphere of life : if there is any 
thing great and magnanimous in the sufler- 
ings of such persons, it becomes doubly 
striking, from being less expected than in 
persons of a more exalted rank and heroical 
character : if there is any thing pathetick or 
terrible in their fate it must operate with 
double effect upon our passions, as lying 
more close to our sympathies. Any cata- 
strophe more moving or terrible than that 
of Othello, will not be easily pointed out in 
the whole range of dramatick composition ; 
yet it exhibits nothing which might not have 
occurred in the most private recesses of do- 



lucslick life : nor can it be easily shewn how 
iis passionate effects could receive any en- 
crease or diinintition by su)>jK>sing the per- 
sons who interest us in that dnmia of a rauk 
more or less exalted. Neither can 1 think 
the critick acquires any support from the 
remark on which he founds his conclusion 
" on the absurdity," as he pleased to lenn it, 
of planning unimportant action in tragedy; 
that the interests of a whole community are 
involved in the misfortunes of great and 
splendid sufferers. Without employing any 
time to refute these unsupported assump*- 
tions, by abstract reasoning, we ma}' pro- 
duce from example a sufficient proof of their 
inconclusiveness. The "Samson Agonistes" 
of Milton stands {perhaps without a parallel, 
as possessing a catastrophe which occasions 
important and extensive evils to persons 
the most elevated in rank and character: 
nor is it easy to conceive in what manner 
more could be made of the incidents which 
form its close, in heightening the tragick ef- 
fects of pity and terrour, than lias been ac- 
complished by its authour. Yet who is there 
that, in perusing this drama, has felt his breast 
agitated with these emotions to that powerful 
degree which he must have experienced 
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when silting down to some of the doincstick 
sturies of Moore and Southerne? 

It may be however llieii demanded, if the 
representation of domestick distress and the 
exhibition of private characler are more 
conducivt.' to tlie end of tragedy, as far as it 
intends to move our pity and alarm our ter- 
rour, how comes it to pass that poets have 
manifested in their thumatick works a gene- 
ral partiality to dignified characters, if not 
to important action also? This queslion may 
find the following obvious answer. The prin- 
cipal end of tragedy is to move us to pity 
and lerrour ; but tragick compositions in 
their most respectable form are likewise poe- 
tical compositions, and must consequently 
comprise those means of pleasing which 
constitute the end of all the productions of 
the ait with which ihey thus possess an afli- 
nity. Thus it becomes not more exacted by 
the particular end of dramatick composition, 
that tragedy should aim at possessing what- 
ever can affect our passions ; than it is incul- 
cated by the general end of poetical compo- 
sition, that it should aspire at whatever is 
calculated to gratify our taste. As the beau- 
ties of sentiment and of language contribute 
in no slight degree to the end of poetry, and 
as such are materials which form an essen- 




tial part of the composition of llic drama ; 
when the poet neglects to secure the advan- 
tages that may be imparted to his subject 
from these sources, he must disappoint us 
of much of the pleasure which we have a 
right to demand from his productions. Hence 
it becomes a duty incumbent on him to give 
an elevation to the sentiments, and a corre- 
spondent dignity to the diction of the higher 
tragedy : and thus he is necessitated to dis- 
pose his language in a metrical form, and to 
enrich it with the embellishments of figura- 
^_ tive expression. But that he may not wholly 

^H destroy our gratification, by violating pro- 

^^^^ priety, he is obliged to ascribe such lan- 
^^^^H g^^g^ ^^^ sentiments to characters of an 
^^^^P exalted rank ; for to such personages prin- 
^ cipally can they be assigned in conformity 

^1 to nature and propriety. These are the 

^H considerations from which, as it appears to 

^M nic, the poet was originally induced to trans- 

^1 fer his subject from exhibiting private per- 

^B sons to displaying great and dignified cha- 

^^ racters : though the distresses of the former 

^H were more calculated to excite passion, they 

^H afforded not llie same means of contributing 

^1 to the spectator's delight, by calUng in the 

^P resources of taste to second the impulses of 

^H emutioQ. 
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But let not these considerations be con- 
ceived to confer any general supeiiority on 
exalted subjects over domestick fables, as 
more calculated to promote the end of poe- 
tical composition. The principles now un- 
folded, when applied in their utmost severity, 
would reduce to an inferiour rank in the 
scale of dramalick excellence such tragedies 
only from among those which are founded 
on domestick stories, as may be distin- 
guished by tlie designation of familiar.^ 
There still remains withni the confines of 
private life an inexhaustible fund of mate- 
rials in every respect suited to the purposes 
of dramatick peifcction. Nor is this asser- 
tion founded on a mere barren speculation : 
the works of our most celebrated writers 
afford continual proofs of its sufficiency. The 
" Romeo and Juliet" of Shakespeare, and 
the " Venice PresciTed" of Otway, may be 
deduced, from among many of equal perti- 
nency, as instances of dramas whose actions 
are founded on domestick distress, and whose 
characters are deduced from the private and 
middle sphere of life ; and which, neverthe- 
less, comprehend not only every effect of 
action and incident that heightens tragick 
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n as Moore's " Gamester," and Lillo's 
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intei'dsl, but also every eniljellislimont of 
sentiiiienl and diclion ihaL dignities poetical 
composition. 

For the security of that general conclusion 
which was formeriy laid down on the qneslion 
of an hislorical subject lending to improve 
the drama, J am further obliged to object lo 
another tenet of the critick before us: — that 
" tragedy succeeds best when the subject is 
real."' Some assertions of the same writer 
I formerly confionled with the precepts of 
Dr. Johnson, I shall now venture to oppose 
lo the present assumption the opinion of Ari- 
stotle, who manifests a general acquiescence 
in the conclusion I have endeavoured to esta- 
blish in contradiction to this assertion. " In 
some tragedies," says the critick, *' there are 
a few known names, wliile the rest are ficti- 
tious ; but in otliers there are none, as in the 
Antlios of Agallio, where the incidents and 
tlie characters are etjually feigned, and yet 
the drama does not leas contribute to our de- 

UfrM."-. 
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The learned crilick seems equally at a 
loss for a proof of his assumption, as he ap^ 
pears in his decisions on the efl'ects of do- 
meslick stories in the drama, in offering a 
trite quotation from a Greek comedy sup- 
posed lo be written by Aristophanes, as 
assigning the reasons for this peculiarity in 
tragedy. In the passage in question, which 
contains a comparison between the tragick 
and comick departments of the art, the au- 
thour seems desirous of establishing the su- 
periour advantages of the former, on the 
supposition of the general knowledge which 
the audience previously possessed with its 
subject." But had our ciitick given himself 
time for a moment's consideration, he must 
have observed that this passage brings no 
.support to his theory, as being not at all ap- 
plicable to a modern audience. And however 
the poets words may be regarded as a suffi- 
cient testimony of the truth of this conclu- 
sion when applied to ancient audiences, there 
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is good reason for rejecting it even in this 

respect : if we consult a still higher authority 
we shall find no inconsiderable countenance 
in adniiuing it no further than as it appears 
to be the declaration of one who wished 
to recommend his art by aggravating the 
difficulties which attended the carrying of it 
to perfection. Aristotle, who lived al a pe- 
riod which brought to the Grecian theatre 
the most enlightened audience that perhaps 
antiquity could ever collect, seems to have 
been of a dift'ercut opinion from the poet. 
After condemning tlie conduct of such writers 
as adhered pertinaciously to hereditary sub- 
jects, 'he makes the declaration which has 
been already adduced, and subjoins the fol- 
lowing conclusions, which leave very little 
authority to the words of Aristophanes: — 
" It would be ridiculous to adhere too scru- 
pulously to received subjects : since those 
fables which are known, are known but tofewy 
and yet conduce to the delight of all.'" 

II. 1. To proceed to the second point 
which has been proposed for discussion, when 

•fffpi ss a* TpayujSta.1 tiftv, avrc^ciSicu. Kai yapysXoioe touts 
^Tfit- erei xai T« ympifwi eKtyaii yyinftfiA trrir, aXK tfuuis 
tvf^»mi iramt!. De Poet, k 18. 
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a fable taken from history is chosen by a 
dramatick writer, even it tails into liis hands 
subject to no such reslriclions in the Poctick 
Licence of altering its facts, as are binding 
on the epick poet. 'J'his I think may be 
made evident from the consideration of wlmt 
has been just advanced on the artificial 
reality and impressive nature of dramatick 
representation. Could the mind ac(]uiesce 
in being detlected from such interests as 
are excited by olwerving the action thus lias- 
tened to its event, it conid find lililc op- 
portunity, during the short period «f repre- 
sentation, iur attending to those delects 
which a Icisurable reading enables us to de- 
tect in the epopee. And what has still more 
weight, among subjects of history, those 
chosen for the drama are of less general im- 
portance than those adapted to the epopee ; 
and being of course less minutely known, 
their violation cannot be attended with effects 
at all similar. Of the events in subjects 
thus chosen, even those which hold the 
highest rank, may as historical facts possess 
but secondary importance ; and over inci- 
dents of this description I have already 
shewn that even those writers, who profess- 
edly engage in poetical compositions of the 
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tamest kind, may exercise very unlimited 
poivers of aileralidn and embellishment.'' 

This reasoning appears strengtl'.encd by 
the precepts, and illustrated by (lie prac- 
tice of one of our higliest poets. Mr. Dry- 
den, speaking of (he conduct observed by 
him in the hisloiical groui-id-work of his 
" Indian Emperor," observes: " In it I have 
neither wholly followed the Iruth of. the his- 
tory, nor altogellicr left iL ; but have taken 
all the libeity of a poet to add, alter, or di- 
minish, as I thought might best conduce 



f From tlirse coQ si deration 5, strengtbtned by ihe aubsecjaent 
luihority whicl) supporta and illustratea ihcm, I must beg leave 
o enter a prolesi against those coiii-lusioiis of the Ablic Du Bos, 
which censurr soifle liberties lakcn in ihis respect by Coitieille 
■nd Racine in ilie French dramii. See Reflex, Criliq. 5- 2g. 
7'hc criiick seems to Jay great stiess on the antlioriiy of Aristotle, 
wbiehhe supposes to afford biui some coonienance in this opinion. 
He alludes to a pa'isige in ihe '■ Poeiicks," where Aristotle ccn- 
BUI' es Sophocles for describing the death of Orestes, as occarring at 
the Pyihian games, (DcPiiei. ^44.) which ihc ctitick asserts not 
to have been instituted fur some time subFiequcnt to that period. 
But various meanings have been a^tiiigned to tltis passage; and 
from the context, and ihe general sense of the whole reasoniiig 
which Aristotle pursues, it appears that he cei.sures this descrip- 
ti<in of the Grecian poft as containing an improbable circutn- 
stance, rathir ihnn an anachronism. 1 cannot therefore think 
that the abbe's censure receives much support from the father of 
cKticism : the passage which he adduces being but a solitary one, 
and at best but equivocal. 
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to the beautifying of my work : it being not 
the business of a poel to represent historical 
truth, but probability/"* His practice with 
regard to the plot of one of his first dramas, 
** Don Sebastian/' is equally deserving of 
notice, as it extends this licence to the ut- 
most bounds which are consistent with pro- 
priety. This tragedy is founded on an un- 
ascertained point of history, whether the 
prince, who gives his name to the drama, 
did, or did not, survive the battle of Alcazar. 
The authour, taking the liberty of a poel, 
and choosing that side of this doubtful (pies- 
lion which best suited his purposes, formed 
the fable of this excellent tragedy on the 
supposition of the prince's having survived 
the action. And in allusion to his conduct 
he declares : — " This ground-work the his- 
tory afforded me, and I desire no better lo 
build a play upon ; for where the event of a 
great action is left dotibtful, there the poet 
is left master. He may raise what he pleases 
on that foundation, provided he makes it 
of a piece, and according to the rule of 
probability .*' ' The poet's practice in these 
particular instances, corresponds with the 



<i Dcdicat. of Indian Emp. Worki, Vol. II. p. 243. 
r ?ret to Don Sebastian. Vol. VII. p. 295. 



general tenour of his sentinieots, when he 
sjicaks more at large on the principles of his 
an. In liis " Essay of Uramatick Poesy,** 
we find ihe same precepts recommended in 
a general form. " Sometimes the story has 
left the success so doubtful, that the writer 
is free, hy the privilege of a poel, to take that 
which of two or more relations will best suit 
with his design ; as, for example, in the death 
of Cyrus, whom Justin and some others 
report to have perished in the Scythian war, 
but Xenophon affirms to have died in his bed 
of extreme old age."* 

Nor is the opinion hazarded above devoid 
of support from authority of still higher cre- 
dit from being of longer standing. To the 
authority of Mr. Dryden, now adduced, we 
may confidently add that of Horace ; from 
whose precepts on the means left a poet of 
new modelling old subjects for the drama 
without incurring the censure of being servile 
or unoriginal, his learned commentator draws 
the following rules. *' Not to follow the trite 
obvious round of the original work ; not to 
be translators instead of imitators ; not to 
adopt any pHrticular incident that may occur 
in the propused model, which either decency 
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or the nature of the work would reject,"*' 
And here it should be remembered that 
Horace does not point out such historical 
subjects merely as had been left in common 
to the adoption of every poet, but such as 
had passed into the private possession of 
some antecedent poets, . By this process of 
successive adoption, th^ incidents must have 
become doubly impressed on the memory ; 
and consequently if a departure from histo- 
rick fidelity could be recommended by Ho- 
race under the circumstance of their final 
alteration, it could not be possibly censurable 
under their original representation, if used 
with proper restrictions. 

It seems not, however, to have been Ho- 
race's intention to authorise a licentiousness 
of alteration taken by any poet, in making 
the incidents of history, if they are of prin- 
cipal note, subservient to the caprices of 
invention." Nor let his authority be urged 



* Kurd's Notes on Horace's Art of Poet. v. 13 !• 
u The conduct of M. Racine^ compared ^'ith that of Enrypides, 
whom he has followed in bringing the story of Andromache on 
the stage, may be referred to as containing a just exemplifica- 
tion of the precept by which this critick would circumscribe the 
practice of every poet. The '' Distrest Mother" of A. Phili|>s 
affords also an adequate illustration of the principle in question. 



on the other hand as mainlaining that tliere 
is an absolute necessity incumbent on the 
poet of deviating from the direct tniin of 
fact, for the purpose of creating difterences 
between his subject and the history in which 
it is recorded ; or fur any oilier purpose than 
that of giving it a novelty, where it has been 
rendered irite and popular by some preced- 
ing poet. For this I can neither allow on my 
own part, nor on the part of Horace : such a ■ 
mode of practice having been merely recom- 
nientled by the critick lo his countrymen, 
as ihey borrowed tlieirdranialiclc fables Ironi 
the Greeks, who had jiiven to every story a 
triteness by repetition. In this respect poe- 
try appears free from every restriction, and 
according as is most suitable to the end of 
the composition, or agreeable to the views 
of the writer, may adopt the fiilelity of his- 
torick narration, or use tiie licence of poe- 
tical fiction. The closeness with which 
Shakespeare adheres to the details of most, 
if not all the authorities, whether authenlick 
or fictitious, from which he drew the subject 
of his dramas, not to mention the exclusive 
attachment of several eminent crJticks to 
historical fidelity, may be insisted on as a 
sufikient jusLiheatiou of this assertion in 
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theory, and illustration of it in practice. 
Sheltering my self under such authority,! shall 
venture to dissent from the learned com- 
mentator just mentioned in part of the cen- 
sure he has passed on the " Cataline" of B. 
Jonson. The ingenious and learned critick 
has certainly misapplied in this instance his 
just and perspicacious exposition of H(H'ace. 
In believing thai theauthour of that tragedy, 
as in the two first charges urged against him, 
was to be condemned for following too 
closely the historian and orator who supplied 
his subject, he ap[)li(s to him a remark 
which, if taken h\ ils utmost rigour, would 
have affected him only if he had adopted his 
subject from some antecedent poet. 

II. 2. The mention of" Cataline" directly 
leads us to Shakespeare's " Richard II." of 
which it has been observed thaLit probably 
set Jonson that example of strict adherence 
to the authority of history which he likewise 
followed in his ** Sejartus." And thus arc we 
led to the consideration of the historical 
drama, which brings our inquiries to the last 
point which has been proposed for investi- 
gation. 

An4 in the conduct of this department 
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of dramatick poelry, I cannot hut think that 
our inimitable bard exhibils as strong marks 
of judgment as have been displayed b_y the 
most successful practitioners of historick 
poelry of the epick rank. The mode whicli 
he has adopted, of adhering literally to hislo- 
rical facts, is the most cautious, and least 
likely to excite disapprobation. The state 
of a subject taken from recent and natiooal 
history, and of one taken from remote and 
foreign history, is altogether dissimilar: of the 
■former, every spectator must have a very 
different knowledge from that which he can 
acquire of the latter ; and the poet must 
always have respect to the spectator's know- 
ledge, as he intends to provide for the spec- 
tator's gratificatiun. In this undertaking little 
success is to be expected, when he com- 
mences by violating the generally received 
notions on popular and national subjects. 

The case of the historick drama Is in this 
view analogous to that of the historick epo- 
pee: and, thus, for a justification of Shake- 
speare's practice in his " Histories" we need 
not adopt the general modes of his defence. 
We are not to consider him in want of that 
apology which gives his merit but the rela- 
tive excellence arising from a comparison of 
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his compositions with " that state of almost 
universal hcence and ignorance in which he 
lived."" Nor ought wc to consider this de- 
fence much strengthened by the considera- 
tion of his having lived under a kind of light ] 
of nature which exempted him from the 
written precepts of Aristotle, as from the 
rigour of a law of which he knew not the 
promulgation : ' or that his practice is much 
extenuated by the circumstance of his hav- 
ing had no good model by which he might 
be led to the imitation of exceiience, or 
turned from the pervei'sions of errour. In the 
grounds of his defence it has been men- 
tioned, but with no great success in deter- 
mining the present question, that there is 
a perlect conformity between his execulion 
and his plan ; and that he is not to be ar- 
raigned for having left that undone which 
he never intended. This mode of exculpa- 
tion rather removes the objection a step 
back, than seis it wholly aside. With any 
errour which is discoverable in his plan, a 
poet becomes generally and indeed funda- 
mentally chargeable : and from the rules of 



" Johnson's Pref. to Shakespeare, 
* Rowe'i Pref. tg Shakespeare. 
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Arisloilc, as tUr as ilicy are supported by 
reason and nature, no poet ran purchase 
any exemption. Mow far Shakespeare has 
accommodated hitnselt" to tliese rules, when 
taken according lo tiicir spirit and to the 
extent of ibeir application, has I tliink been 
alread}' made evident : so far so, indeed, that 
it may be summarily concluded that lie will 
not suffer by any ap|)licalion to those parts 
of Ins dramas over which tliey profess to take 
any cognizance. 

The observation which ]\1. de Vollaire 
has made on the hlslorical epopee, that it is 
a dangerous enterprise, may be applied to 
the historical drama : and it may be declared 
lo be such as cannot be rcconnncnded lo 
any writer who does not possess more than 
unconnnon address in giving interest to what 
is known, and novelly to what is familiar ia 
his subject. In this respect historical poetrj 
of the dramatick kind is placed in the same 
situation as that of the epical : and a like 
obligation laid upon the poet who en 
in either kind of composition to supply the 
natural deficiencies of the subject by height- 
ening those parts of liis work which admit 
of alteralion or embellishment. Nor should 
it be forgotten, in justice to the apologists of 



Shakespeare, ihat liis oxlraordiiiary merit in 
lliis respect lias not escajicd unnolieed ; and 
his power of gnitil^ingour lasle by lieighten- 
ing tliose (Qualities which are most prominent 
and most striking in dranmlick [)roductions, 
has been justly insisted on in the del'ence of 
his liistorical accuracy. With this object 
in view liowe has particularly dwell on his 
skill in delineating characters. And John- 
son, with rather an apparent llian a real dif- 
ference in tiie grounds of his defence, has 
particularly spccihed Ins irresistible power in 
moving Ihc passions. But here (he nature of 
our inquiries, as confined merely lo the histo- 
ricai incidents of poetry, reminds us that any 
discussion on this point should be reserved for 
another oppoituniiy. And I think it may 
eventually be shewn, that the practice of 
Shakespeare not only falls wjlhin the verge 
of antient cn'licism, but that as far as Aristo- 
lie embraces the nature and extent of his 
plan, he yields very unqualified approbation 
to _the practice of a poet, who indeed no 
where deserted the suggestions of nature, and 
rarely transgressed the decisions of judg- 
ment. 

The historick drama, thus brought un- 
der the same regulations as the historick 



136 

epopee, and circumscribed by the same re- 
strictions, claims an equal right to the same 
privileges and exemptions. Tlie Hcences 
which the epick writer possesses over the 
unimportant incidents in his fable, extend 
with e(iual latitude, and on the same princi- 
ples, to the tragedian ; and allow him the 
liberty of altering, introducing, or omitting 
all facts of this description, as far as it may 
lend to increase the beauty, or heighten the 
intercut of his composition. 

Tims, according to the principles by 
which the poet takes advantage of any 
doubtful point of history, Shakespeare, in 
his " Henry IV," uses the privilege of 
his art, in making Hotspur fall by the 
hand of Prince Henry. The ibrnier, it 
is certain, was killed at the battle of 
Shrewsbury, but the authour of his death 
was unknown. The poet profited by this 
uncertainty, and ascribing the event to the 
prince, lias considerably increased the gene- 
ral interest of his play, and at the same time 
has elevated his favourite character. In 
" King John," be has exhibited equal judg- 
ment in the manner he has represented the 
death of Prince Arthur. The account of 
this inhuman deed has been variously r^ j 
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lated by historians ; and the poet, by making 
it the effect of an accident, has in a great 
measure removed the odium of his death 
from his uncle, and softened down the hor- 
roursof the transaction. 

A alill more striking instance of this li- 
cence, which has been pointed out by Mr. 
Drydcn, occurs in his "Julius CEesar." In 
tliis play, wliich, together with "Antony and 
Cleopatra," may be justly ranked among 
hislorick dramas, as well on account of the 
autlienlicity of its events, as from the fide- 
lity with which the poet has generally ad- 
hered to history, both in its incidents and in 
their arrangement, tlie authour has placed 
(he death of Portia some time before its ac- 
tual occurrence. He was influenced to intro- 
duce this deviation from history with the 
desire, as has been observed by Mr. Dryden, 
of giving some sliadow to the anger of Bru- 
tus, and thus raising a foundation for that 
exquisite scene which thence arises between 
him and Cassius. " If he has made Brutus, 
who was naturally a patient man, to fly into 
excess at first, let it be remembered in his de- 
fence, that, just before, lie has received the 
news of Portia's death ; whom the poet, on 
purpose neglecting a little chronology, sup- 



poses to have died before Brutus, only lo 
give liim an occasion of being more easily 
exasperated."^ 

Tlie justice ot'lhis observation will appear 
more evident on inspecting the scene in 
Shakespeare. 

Cass. -Hall. Casslus liv'd 

To be but mirLh mid laugliter lo liis Bruius, 
When grief, and biood ill-rempered, vexeth him fij 

15ku r. fVlten I spoke that, I was ill tempered too. 

But again more parlicidarly,; ^ 

Cass, I did not ihiiik you coidd iiave b.'Cii so angrj. 

BnUT. O Cassius, I am sirk of manif giiffs. 

. Cass. 01' your pbilosopliy you make no use. 

It* jou give place to aceidental evils. ' 

Brut. No man bears sorrow belter. — Poitia is dead. 
Cass. Hii! Portia? 

Bkut. Slie is dead. 

Cass. How 'scap'd I killing, when I crosi'd tfuv so? — 

On recurring to the )>rinciples which have 
been advanced in diis chapter lo defend the 
licences taken by poels in the different spe-' 
cies of dramatick composition, which have 
come under our observation, it appeal's that' 



' Pref. loTroilus and Cres-ida. Vol. VI. p, 241. 
■ Julios Ceuar. Act IV. bc. 3. 
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mosl of the deductions hitherto made in 
reference to the subject have been drawn 
from the nature of theatrical representation, 
and the end of the drama, as directed to the 
object of exciting pity and terrour. On these 
affections of tragedy I shall beg leave to de^ 
tain the attention of the reader a short time 
longer; being induced to dwell upon these 
points not less from their proving that the 
mode of practice adopted by dramatick writ- 
ers, in seeking such an end in their produc- 
tions, is that which is exclusively right, than 
from their tending to smooth some difficul- 
ties towards investigatins: the nature of mar- 
vellous imagery which occupies so distin- 
guished a place in both epopee and drama, 
and forms so extensive a branch ini the pre- 
sent inquiry. 

In exciting that pleasurable effect which it 
is the end of every work of taste to produce 
on the mind, it is evident that dramatick 
composition possesses some important ap- 
pendages which tend to promote our grati- 
fication, and which are excluded from the 
other species of poetical composition. That 
accession of pleasure which we experience 
from scenick representation, the importance 
cf which we can determine on comparing the 

K 
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different emotions we feel in perusing a 
drama, and in seeing it acted, will suffi- 
ciently illustrate the point insisted on. But 
notwithstanding the power which theatrical 
representation possesses to conduce to our 
gratification, it is so far from contributing a 
stock of additional materials to promote the 
end of poetry, under all circumstances, that 
it may be looked upon as frequently forming 
an obstacle to its accomplishment. It may 
be considered as imposing an incumbrance 
which we are never pleased to see borne with 
such strength merely as is necessary to sus- 
tain it, but which is then only pleasing to 
behold when it is managed with such ad- 
dress as evinces superiour skill in him who 
handles it with facility. 

There aio tragedies which appear to 
contain a just exemplification of this asser- 
tion, and to point out the true course which 
dramatick writers ouglit to take in contend- 
ing with this difficulty : and two very distin- 
guished instances in point are " Cato" and 
" Irene." It must be admitted that these 
compositions afford a very high gratification 
in the perasal. It must be equally allowed 
that the dramatick apparatus aflbrds us an 
intrinsical pleasure arising J'rom the justness. 
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if not the expressivenesa of the acting, the 
beauty of the scenes, and the splendour of 
the decoralions ; for these constitute the only 
entertainment we derive from pantomime. 
And yet it is generaliy allowed, that both of 
those tragedies rather lose than gain by re- 
presentaiion; affording more gratification ia 
being read, than in being acted. Tlie com- 
mon reason assigned for this seeming para- 
dox, is, that those compositions are merely 
declamatory, and are deficient in passion. 
But this reason, though it ascertains what is 
requisite to our gratification, when we wit- 
ness such dramas represented, does not ex- 
plain how it happens to be so : and it leaves 
the principal difficulty unaccounted for, how 
our grd.tification comes to be diniinislied, 
when we should rather expect it to be in- 
creased : as it may be maintained that the 
action of the drama must receive more spi- 
rit, the characters more life, and the passion 
more efficacy from representation. The only 
reason which I know, that, comprising the 
force of this objection at the same lime solves 
the difficulty, is deducible from the circum- 
stance of thcjc being a certain degree of 
incompatibility between dramatick repre- 
sentation and pathetick emotion. From 
which it seems to follow by a regular in- 



ference, that passion, from being calculated 
to counteract tliis efFect of exhibition, is the 
necessary end of the dranm. 

Whatever may be the advantages which 
representation affords the dramatick writer, 
they appear to be attended in some cases 
with coriesponding inconveniences arising 
from its imparting to his composition a de- 
gree of reality which is at variance with the 
truth of the represented subject. AVe never 
sit down to any dramatick representation and 
suffer ourselves to be lost in the interest 
which it is intended to excite, without hav- 
ing our attention recalled to this circum- 
stance. But it is in those plays, of our own 
and other languages, which consist in cold 
declamation that this doctrine is principally 
exemplified : in these we particularly feel 
that the expression conveyed by the repre- 
sentation is more strong than that imparted 
by the subject which it shadows; in fact the 
incident of the plot is regarded as mere act- 
ing, the idea of the performer engaging us 
more than the character which he personates. 
And the consideration of this circumstance 
must impress us with not merely a mo- 
mentary conviction, but a protracted con- 
sciousness, that the whole representation is 
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untrue. Little indeed seems necessary for 
this purpose; which must be generally evi- 
dent to every person who witnesses theatrical 
representation ; for no fact can be true in its 
occurrence more than once, as I have al- 
ready-had occasion to observe, much less can 
it'have a repeated occurrence in a place so 
circurnscribed and so situated as the area of 
a theatre. 

That no incident or description is capa- 
ble of moving our sympathy, of which the 
strongest impression we retain is that of its 
being unreal, might be almost assumed as 
self-evident. But as the effect which is ex- 
perienced from the representation or narra- 
tion of purely fictitious incident, renders this 
assumption problematical, it may not be un- 
necessary to establish it by proof. To take 
an instance therefore for this purpose of the 
least exceptionable kind, that, in which the 
emotions of the human breast are affected 
by distress arising from the narration or ob- 
iservation of what is conceived to be real : we 
have only to impress the person who com- 
miserates the state of the supposed sufferer 
with a sense that the representation is un- 
true, and bis emotion immediately subsides 
with the discovery. When our sympathies 
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hre powerfully affected by fictitious distress, 
we find they equally yield on the application 
of the same remedy. It is indeed a resource 
to whicli persons of a livelier sensibility are 
often driven, in order to relieve themselves 
from the pain of witnessing the imaginary 
distress of fictitious story. Certain pictures 
of virtue suffering beyond what we wish to 
believe true often force our feelings to take 
refuge from the painfuluess of dwelling on. 
such subjects, and urge us to a remembrance 
that the portraiture is a fabrication. There 
is scarcely a reader of Richardson, who will 
jiot find constant occasion to fly for relief 
1u this expedient ; who will not frequently 
cxiJorience this struggle between sense and 
feeling, and add his suifrage to the truth of 
liiose deductions. The resource to which he 
uniformly has a recurrence is that of believ- 
ing the representation to be untrue; and 
the moment he succeeds thus far, it dissir 
pales his delusion, and terminates his syair 
pathy. 

It must be evident from hence, that dra- 
matiek representation has a tendency to' 
counteract dramatick effect in having a' 
power to detect the want of truth in the 
romposilion which is presented for our plea- 
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sure. Regarding pleasure as being most 
intense when it consists most in emotion, and 
as constituting in all cases the end of poetry; 
this appendage of the drama must be 
brought under certain discipline, not only 
that it may contribute to the advancement, 
but that it may not counteract the very end of 
the art. And the only course left the artist in 
this case seems to be that precisely which is 
followed by tlie novelist ; namely, to divert 
the mind from the sense of the representation's 
being unlriie, l)y occupying it with other and 
more powerful considerations. 

The means by which the dramatick poet 
is enabled to secure this end consists, as is 
admitted by common consent, in throwing 
more passion into the dramatick effect. And 
the sufficiency of sucli means in accomplish- 
ing such an cud is easily evinced. The im- 
pression which we receive from feeling what 
is pathelick in the subject is that of powerful 
emotion : while tliat which we derive from 
observing what is untrue in the representa- 
tion is notliing more than cold perception. 
The weaker sense becomes of course in- 
yolved in, and superseded by, the stronger. 

This position must be the more readily 
admitted on considering the effect of pas- 
sionate language and sentiment when aided 
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hy action and gesture, which is not merely 
powerful, but overcoming; and which has the 
direct tendency to engross the bosom so fully 
as to leave it insensible to all lesser considera- 
tions : of which we need no other proof than 
the agitation of our own breast, and the vi- 
sible emotion betrayed by others. But the 
same position seems to follow by a regular 
inference fiom what has been already ad- 
vanced ' on the incompatibility of such a 
sense, as that excited by the want of truth 
in any subject, with that sympathy which is 
awakened by emotion. Jn those appeals 
from the feelings lo the understanding, by 
which we seek to relieve the pain excited by 
tlic representation of fictitious distress, we 
acquire sufficient proof of the efficacy of the 
former in overpowering and superseding the 
cold deductions of the latter. For, if there 
be any force allowed to the conclusions for- 
merly made, unless in such a contest this 
sense of the subject's being untrue is wholly 
obliterated, there can be no passion felt, 
and of course none to bear up against. 
And indeed the difficulty which we find 
in maintaining the ascendancy over our- 
selves, when hurried along the tide of our 
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emotions, the immediate address which we 
make to truth to arrest us in the course of 
our agitation, and the feebleness, nay often, 
the inefficacy of her efforts to prevent us from 
being again borne down the stream of our 
feelings, contain very decisive evidence of 
the deductions now made respecting the con- 
trary nature of the mental affections under 
consideration, and the tendency of the one 
to overpower and supersede the other. 

The application of this reasoning to the 
solution of the difficulty before us is now 
easy, if- not obvious. When there is no 
passion infused into the drama, it necessarily 
happens that more is given up than gained 
by the accession of representation : the ac- 
tion, the characters, and the dialogue losing 
tnore, by the union, in point of truth, than 
they acquire in spirit. Such tragedies of 
course please more in the reading, than in 
the acting. 

But when the poet succeeds in infusing 
this spirit into the composition of his work 
by making it more impassioned, the diffi- 
culty which opposed his attainment be- 
comes an auxiliary to advance it. The steep 
which formed an ascent to retard his pro- 
gress, as he pressed towards the summit, 
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creates a declivity to accelerate it now that 
he has advanced beyond it. With respect 
to the assistance which he may derive from 
the mere scenick apparatus in promoting 
dramalicli deception, I shall have occasion 
to mention it hereafter. But it is in the 
action and gesture of the performer that the 
passion of the drama has life and existence : 
it is he who speeds that impulse to the breast 
■which the poet merely directs, or feebly com- 
mences. And so irresistible is the united 
influence which they exert in making our 
reason the dupe of our sympathy, that 
though they may not succeed in deluding us 
into the general belief of the representation's 
being real, they beguile us into a temporary 
forgetfulness of its being fictitious. In which 
circumstance we seem to have a sufficient 
solution of the paradox, how so wild and 
visionary a notion as that of perfect drama- 
tick delusion originated, by which the judg- 
ment of so many criticks has been misled, 
and the practice of so many poets perverted. 
And these deductions seem to point out 
the causes which confine tlie end of tragedy, 
as Aristotle has justly observed, to exciting 
our pity and tcrrour. For these passions are 
not onlv necessary to sustain the incum- 
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biaiicc of declamation and exhibition, but 
are efficacious in heightening the end of the 
production by warming our pleasure into 
emotion : for in being the mo&t powerful of 
which we are sensible, they are almost the 
only passions, which, while they are calcu>- 
lated to contribute to our gratificalion, have 
force sufficient to overcome the sense we 
possess of the falsity of the representation. 

Nor can I close this section without ob- 
serving, that the same consideraiions may 
be prosecuted to solve that point which 
has so much exercised the ingenuity of the 
criticks ; how it happens that tragedy pleases 
by exciting painful emotion ? Among the ap- 
parent causes of which we may mention the 
effectof tlieatrick representation in impressing 
us occasionally with a sense of the exliibilion's 
being unreal ; and of dramatick action in 
lulling ns into a temporary forgetfulness of 
its want of truth, by swa3'ing our passions. 
From the first of these circumstances, every 
facility is aftbrded the spectator in taking 
refuge from his feehngs wlien tliey «re trans- 
ported beyond the verge of pleasure into the 
conterminous bounds of pain. And from 
the second tlie artist is furnished with the 
easiest expedient of exciting the strongest 



140 

emotion while he offers the least violence to 
feeling : from hence in fact those delinea- 
tions of passion, which are comparatively 
weak, acquire power to affect us most sen- 
sibly; in a word, to touch us most, while 
they pain ua least. And even when the poet 
ventures to exercise the strongest influence 
over our breasts, they both seem to multiply 
most those sensations which are pleasurable, 
and diminish those which are painful in the 
exhibition, by rendering the latter more tran- 
sient, and the former more frequent. Thus 
they give us pain principally in the retro- 
spect, or involve it in that grateful sensation 
■which arises from the consciousness of our 
having ranged our feelings on the side of the 
oppressed, and given up our bosoms to par- 
'ticipate in the anguish of the unfortunate. 
And these feelings operating with the more 
general one of pity, which is not of the pain- 
ful kind ; and aided by that interest which 
arises from the structure of the fable, renders 
the aggregate of emotion produced by the 
piece generally pleasurable. 
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The circumstance which originally con- 
spired to bring history into the composition 
fif poetry, as it conveyed it in the mixed 
sjtate of being au then tick and fabulous, must 
have introduced into the art fanciful imagery 
as well as natural description. When poetry 
was first cultivated^ history being committed 
to tradition must have taken a cast from the 
ignorance and credulity of those persons by 
whom it was orally transmitted ; and hence^ 
however it originated in matter of fact, it 
soon imbibed a tincture of fiction from the 
channel through which it passed. In the 
state wherein the general incidents of history 
were thus presented to the poet, he probably 
wanted the power and the inclination of se- 
parating in that part which he chose for his 
subject, what was fictitious from that which 
was fact; and, as he thus adopted a story 
which partook not less of fiction than of 
truth, the art even in his hands became 



possessed of marvellous imagery from its 
origin. 

But since knowledge has become more 
extended, and credulity has yielded to phi- 
losophy, we have become enabled to disco- 
ver a sensible difference in the matter of the 
historian, which the fathers of poetry either 
overlooked or disregarded. We are able to 
draw a line between what is credible and 
what is false in his narrative, and thus come 
to separate what is fable in his composition 
from what is properly denominated history. 
Thus it is, that \vc become capable of fixing 
a standard by which the licences used in his 
descriptions may be ascertained ; as he ad- 
heres to truth and probability we account his 
practice regular and natural ; but when he 
deviates from ihem, and follows not what i» 
history but what is fable, we consider his 
practice licentious and arbitrary ; and that 
it is only with a view to the licences allow- 
able in the art, that we permit him to take 
such liberties, may be easily seen from our 
judgment on the conduct of the historian; 
since in thewoiks of the latter we pronounce 
all such liberties to be striking blemishes 
which do not admit of defence and scarcely 
of palliation. 
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Having determined this much, the nature 
of such licences as exist in this department 
of the. art may be easily ascertained, and 
shewn to possess every necessary conformity 

to the definition formerly given of Poetick 
Licence in general. When the poet's de- 
scriptions are corroborated or contradicted 
by history, his mode of practice differs in 
nothing from that which has been discussed 
in the preceding part of this inquiry : what- 
ever is licentious in the one case is licenliou3 

« 

in the other, and is to be accounted for on 
the same principles. But when his words 
have no reference either to recorded or tra- 
ditionary fact, there is no alternative left 
him but to follow nature, or deviate from it. 
In the former case it is evident he uses no 
licence; for he is an imitator by profession, 
and generally follows no other archetype but 
nature. This consideration should be of course 
set out of the case, as wholly beside the pur* 
pose of the pre;gent inquiry. The question 
on the nature of Poetick Licence is conse- 
quently limited to the last consideration ; 
that, in which the poet departs from na^ 
tureu 

In asserting that a poet or any artist de- 
viates from nature, ,we cannot be understood 

L 
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to speak wiih a reference to any particular 
appearance which she assumes in the exter- 
nal sensible world. In all such appear- 
ances, what wc know under the term nature, 
is not to be found. Animals formed with a 
greater or a fewer number of parts than 
usual are properly denominated unnatural; 
and lliis term is applied to objects which ex- 
hibit but slight deviations from the general 
a]>pearancc of things. Any part of the 
human frame formed larger than the coni- 
luon dimensions ; any limb swoln beyond the 
usual size, is designated by the same term. 
These examples are sufficient to evince, that 
when we speak of nature, we c-vpress our- 
selves with a reference to her general laws ; 
and that it is only what accords with, or de- 
viates from these that we term natural or 
the contrary, lliese general laws when sys- 
. tematized will, it may be granted, form what 
we should consider a science. M'^hen reduced 
under general heads, as they are to a certain 
degree in every mind, tliey possess the essen- 
tial propeities of such: being knowledge 
collected by observation, generalized by ab- 
straction, and reduced into a systematick 
form. It is indeed impossible to ascribe 
them any existence but in science : when 
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taken out of this state and considered with a 
reference to reahty, they form but a series of 
particular laws, which admit of numberless 
exceptions. 'J'he poet, in being said to de- 
viate from nature, must be consequently 
meant to deviate from her general laws as 
abstracted, and embodied in science. Every 
liberty, which he takes of the preternatural 
kind, conforms of course to the definition 
originally given of Poetick Licence, as it is 
virtually a deviation from that standard by 
which this quality is estimated. 

As to the object sought in taking such 
liberties, it differs nothing from that used 
where the departure is made from history, 
and consequently from that specified in the 
general definition : it must be made for the 
reasons already declared, for the purpose of 
rendering the composition more striking. 
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CHAP. I. 



OF THE KOMANTICK EPOS. 



It has beeu llic fete of poetry to have bad 
the same process which was applied to sepa- 
rate fable from mixed Iiislory, likewise ex- 
tended to reject marvellous imagery from its 
composition. Thus some crilicks, of no 
small reputalion, have maintained that fanci- 
ful description, on account of ils being repug- 
nant to truth and nature, should be wholly 
withheld from poetical invention. 

Tlie general force of such objections to 
the marvellous fictions of poetry has been 
confirmed, rather than annulled, by those 
eriticks who liave undertaken the recommen- 
dation, as well as by those who have entered 
upon the defence of this part of poetry. 'J'he 
former have found fewer strong positions to 
be commended, than it seems to possess ; and 
have not made any provision against the 
attacks which might be directed towards- 
those points in which it is assailable. For, 
fastening on. the powers wliich marvellous 
poetry possesses to delight every description 
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of reader, and observing tliis to be precisely 
the end of poetry, thence reasoning on the 
6tness of tlie former to proniole tlie hitler, 
they have concluded on its forming a neces- 
sary ingredient in poetical composition. 
And this it most assuredly would, if the ob- 
jections of those who oppose ils being em- 
ployed to such a purpose did not leave that 
problematical which this reasoning assumes 
as granted ; if in fact it was not question- 
able that marvellous imagery does contrihuie 
to the gratification of such readers as arc ca- 
pable of feeling a solid delight in wiiat is 
natural and affecting in the art ; an art which 
has been by many thought possessed of ade- 
quate powers to please witliout the assistance 
of what is forced and incredible. 

It is to do away the force of the objec- 
tions thus urged, and to show not merely 
that it does please, but that it iias a right to 
ple/ise every description of reader, that they, 
who enter more actively into the defence of 
the marvellous, principally direct tlieir inten- 
tions. And of the reasonings which have been 
employed to this purpose, those advanced by 
two criiicks of no inconsiderable repute, are 
more particularly deserving of notice, as 
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possessing all the weight of being derived 
from high authority. 

The grounds which the first of these 
criticks, whose opinions have been directed 
to this object, has found for the marvellous 
imagery of poetry to support itself, may be 
stated as follows. The poetical world is 
taken as true by assumption ; and any fabu- 
lous system being admitted by sup))osition, 
nothing introduced in its detail is questioned 
as false by those who are initialed in its mys- 
teries ; especially if the fiction is agreeable 
to verisimilitude, and has shadowed under it 
some appearance of truth''. Though as no 
proof of any parity of reasoning, yet, as the 
circumstance may explain this obscure and 
unsatisfactory doctrine, I shall select a pas- 
sage from tiie critick mentioned in the second 
place, but wiili some alteration in its mean- 
ing and application. " It is not true that all 
is unnatural and monstrous, as is pronounced 
to be the case in the Italian poets, because 
their subjecla are blended with the wonderful: 
for if we admit as probable some stroke of 
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enchantment, as the marvellous conveyance 
of Arniida to the happy island in Tasso, 
everything which succeeds that circumstance 
will be found natural, and sullablc to our 
common notions of probability." '^ 

This it must be admitted is a legitimale 
conclusion ; but let it be observed, that it is 
but hypothetical ; and of course establishes 
nothing more than that the second part of 
the proposition follows from the first. Re- 
garded in this light, all that it maintains, is, 
that we shall believe tlie fictions of poetry if 
we can believe the mythological systems on 
which they are founded. But the difficulty 
is thus removed only by raising a greater: 
for it can allow of but little doubt, that 
where any marvellous production is submit- 
ted for our belief, if we have any hesitation 
in admitting its probability on the grountls 
of internal verisimilitude, we cannot admit 
it on account of any assumed principle, 
which is not only liable to the same doubts 
with the composition in question, but which, 
in that indistinct view wherein it must be 
regarded, cannot find the same support for 
its verisimilitude as is attendant on a produc- 
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lion placed before our observation witli all 
its striking circumstances. 

How the cause of the marvellous part of 
poetical composition has come to fail under 
this person who volunteered his services in 
its vindication, may be easily accounted for. 
He had the support of a favourite system in 
view. For having constructed a theory on 
a confined principle ; *' that truth is the test 
of pertcction in all the sentiments of good 
composition, and that such as want this foun- 
dation nmst be vicious ;"'' on applying this 
principle to poetry he found it irreconcileable 
with marvellous imagery, that most engag- 
ing part in the composition of tlie art. To 
reduce the innumerable train of exceptions 
to his theory wliich arose from this quarter, 
and which ought to have shewn the critick 
the narrowness of the principle on which 
he built it, there was left him but the 
one expedient which he adopted; he esta- 
blished the title of poetical sentiments of this 
kind to truth, but to dial species of it which, 
being hypothetical, may conceal a false con- 
clusion under a just deduction. 

The defence into%vhich Bishop IIurd,the 
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other crilick under consideration, has been 
drawn, in undertaking the justification of 
the Italian writers in the marvellous part of 
their poetry, is more specious, but not more 
conclusive : it is besides equally exception- 
able from placing the matter imder discus- 
sion in a wrong point of view. The object 
of this aulhour is to estabhsh " that it is er- 
roneous to suppose that poets expect to have 
their fictions believed ; or aim at more than 
getting their readers to imagine their possi- 
bility." — That no capable reader is concerned 
about the truth, or even the credibility of iiis 
fancies ; but is most gratified when he is 
brought to conceive the existence of such 
things as his reason informs him did not exist, 
and were not likely to have happened.* 

To this theory we may all readily sub- 
scribe as far as. it asserts, *' that no poet ex- 
pects to have his fictions hdicved ; -that no 
capable reader is concerned about their 
truth." But with respect to the remaining 
clauses, " that pogts only aim at gettiug llieir 
readers to imagine the possibility of their 
fictions, and that no capable reader troubles 
himself about the credibility of such fancies," 
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on which the strength of the critick's cause 
appears to be rested, they demand a little 
consideration before they can be admitted. 
It will not indeed require much labour to 
detect some laten t con trad ictions glossed 
over in the whole of the critick's reasoning. 
In the different grounds which he assumes, 
he advances positions which, if they are con- 
sistent in themselves, and reconcileable with 
each other, do not offer any thing to the 
purpose. 

As to what is advanced by him in the first 
place, it does not carry the defence of the 
marvellous part of poetry beyond an irrele- 
vant remark ; which after merely setting the 
difficulty, which it undertakes to remove, in 
another point of view, leaves it just as it was 
found. For how is the objection raised 
against the want of truth and probability in 
such (ictions as the Italians iiffecled by the 
remark, " that tiie poet has nothing more to 
do than to bring us to imagine their possibi- 
lity;" when this is much more than any ob- 
jector, or indeed any unprejudiced reader 
can admit they have effected ? And this is so 
far the case, that the very remark, which is 
offered here in favour of those fictions, might 
be urged as justifying tlieir being censured : 
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since it might be assigned as a sufficient 
cause for rejectiug lliese improbabilities, that 
they cannot be brought to tlic standard of 
any thing which we can conceive possible. 
1'iie instance wliich tlic critick before us has 
chosen from Tasso to illustrate a different po- 
sition will at once substantiate and exem- 
plify this remark ; I mean the marvellous 
conveyance of Armida to tlie happy island : 
this fiction, it may be remarked, is assail- 
able in its probabihty, on the veiy grounds 
of our not being able to imagine it possible ' 
hijvv any such occurrence could have hap- 
pened. 

As to what is advanced in the second place; 
that " no capable reader troubles himself 
about the truth, or even the credibility of 
these fancies ;" antl that " he is best pleased 



' But the criiick may have probably meant by " our being 
brougbl to imagine tr.e possibility of any thing, "our being merHy 
brought lo form au idea of ii, independent of any positive exist- 
ence which it could have had, or was likely to have. Thus we 
may easily form an idea of such an animal as a chimera, or hippo- 
gryphin, though we believe it hardly possible such aniitials could 
exist iu reality. Takiiig the authour's words in this sense, 
what be advances in the second place is merely a confirmation 
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when he is made to conceive the existence 
of such things as his reason tells him did not, 
and were not likely to exist," I cannot be 
easily brought to admit it. As the former 
part of this defence proves nothing, this part 
would prove too much. Forit offers as strong 
an argument for our being pleased with all the 
disgusting improbabilities of Mandeville's 
" Travels/' and Lucian's " True History," as 
with " the specious wonders" of Shakespeare's 
iriagick,. his ghosts, and witches. Our reason • 
tells us that none of the improbabilities con- 
tained in those works ever did, or were likely 
to exist ; and yet we can bring ourselves to 
conceive their existence, as they contain no 
impossibilities in themselves. But however 
possible I may find it to conceive such impro- 
babilities as men having dogs heads, animals 
walking upon the sea, or fishes building nests 
in the trees, it will require something more 
than a mere assertion to convince me *' that 
I should not trouble myself about the cre- 
dibility of such fancies, but be pleased with 
them because I can be brought to imagine 
their existence." 

Thus it eventually happens that the mar- 
vellous fictions of poetry arc left as unsu^ 
ported as they were found by these apolo- 



gists. Ooe general objection lies against 
the different modes of reasoning which both 
ciilicks liave adopted, and it reveals the 
diflSculty which caused their failure. The 
one endeavoured to establish a closer intir 
macy between marvellous fiction and truth 
than their dissimilar nature would admit : the 
other aimed at severing that relalionship by 
which they should be generally connected. 
And it is not less on account of having lo 
regret their failure, than having observed the 
causes from which it originated, that I have 
been induced to venture another effort in its 
defence. I know of no means by which the 
grounds they have assumed may be prose- 
cuted to establish the conclusions which they 
have failed in supporting; nor do I think 
such means are ascertainable ; and for these 
reasons which I have just offered in shewing 
how their respective undertakings have mis- 
carried. If therefore the vindication which 
they have left in tliis state is to he made out, 
1 believe it nmst originate from a different 
view of the matter, and be prosecuted ov dif- 
ferent principles. 

It cannot be admitted that we believe 
the marvellous fictions of poetry, for with 
respect to the machinery of Homer, however 



consistent may be the system of mythology 
on which it is founded, such never happened 
to be the case of any modern reader who 
possessed a sane mind. Nor are we wholly 
regardless of the truth or credibility of such 
fancies ; for they may be so unarlfully con- 
structed as to leave no other impression, but 
that of disgust at iheir absurdity. And yet, 
that I may advert to the original objection 
raised against this part of poetry, it may be 
admitted that they are neiilier probable nor 
true ; for this is a remark very little to the 
purpose when such fictions are so constructed 
as not to force the sense of their defective- 
ness in this respect into the mind. Jt was 
neither probable nor true that Garrick was 
Lear or Othello, or that he suffered any of 
those sensations which he is allowed lo have 
expressed with so much truth of nature ; and 
yet our being able to make this remark did 
not prevent him from moving the sympathies 
of the most crowded audience. It is neither 
probable nor true that such persons as Field- 
ing's Amelia, or Richardson's Clementina, 
ever existed or acted as we are toid ; yet 
this circumstance does not prevent us from 
feeling ourselves deeply interested in all they 
are represented lo have done and suffered. 
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And the critick, who, by coolly adverting to 
this circumstance, would attempt to disturb 
the fascinating delirium into which wc had 
forgotten ourselves while engaged in the 
contemplation of such characters, would 
surely not be requited for his pains with our 
applause either of Iiis judgment or his feel- 
ings. 

How it conies to be the case that we dis- 
pense with truth and reality in fictitious his- 
tory, and suffer ourselves to be affected by the 
unreal representation of the drama, has been 
already shewn; the authours of such pro- 
ductions succeed in exciting emotions which 
are more powerful than the impressions com- 
municated to us by the wantof such qualities 
in their subject.' The same principle, with little 
alteration, merely in the mode of its appli- 
cation, will serve likewise to account for 
tlie pleasure we receive from marvellous im- 
agery, and to justify the reasonableness of 
admitting it as a legitimate ingredient into 
poetry, since it contributes by allowable 
means to promote that pleasure which is the 
end of the art. 

What, in fact, the passions of pity and 
terrour are to the dramatick poet, tliose of 
surprise and admiration are to the fanciful 
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poet ; they are respectively, mental affec- 
tions of the most powerful kind : such as en- 
gross the whole mind, and exclude the en- 
trance of any lesser considerations. IIow much 
the dramatick poet makes use of the former 
in conlributing to our gratification in the 
closet, when he promotes our pleasure with- 
out the aid of representation, is a point on 
■which I need not here enlarge, as it is 
admitted from feeling. From what has been 
already discussed, it is evident that he fre- 
quently attains this end at the expense, and 
in violation, of truth. It is hy the assistance 
of the latter that the fanciful poet is enabled 
to convert to his purposes thai marvellous 
creation over which poetical invention ex- 
tends its powers. The intcnseness, the 
novelty, the very improbability of every 
object and occurrence of the fanciful regions 
through which he hurries us, keep our mind 
under the perpetual dominion of surprise and 
admiration ;^ and throw us into that state 

K We may here obsen'e by the way, wlien loo great a vio- 
lation is offered to probability, as in the instances deduced from 
I.uci.in and Mandcville, liow it happens, that the mioii rrjects 
as cQipaljle the fiction in which such a liberty is taken. For 
when fictions of this kind arc presented to uiive cannot' ftel itiose 
emotions of astonishment and admitaliim, which are the end of 
such poetry, being engajjcd with a seu'C of their improbability : 
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of uncollected emotion which will admit un- 
questioned what has scarcely the shadow of 
truth. Our advancement in it may be com- 
pared to our passage through a wild, while 
under the influence of superstition and fear, 
in which every shadow, motion, and object 
appear to be not less real than preternatural. 
Our reason might convince us that it is our 
senses only that are perverted, and our rea- 
son may probably have this cflcct when we 
again pass over the same grounds : but rea- 
son itself must depend on the evidence of 
our senses, and in this case llicy delermiiie 
against all her conclusions. These are 
cft'ects which the fanciful poet, from adopt- 
ing the superstitions of the age in which he 
lives, has literally a power to realize in bis 
narrations, though in a weaker degree than 
they are felt in reality. And wheu he exerts 
this sway over our minds, we do not sloop to 
examine the truth or the probability of the 



which sense being the ratnt striking of those excited by the com- 
positioii takes the faelest hold of our obiervaiion. And Ihe con- 
aideration of this point adds no slight confirmation to the reason- 
ing which has been deduced to account for the pleasure wc de- 
rive from such parts of poetry ; as it seems lo favour the sup- 
position, that, when the parlicular emotions of admiration and 
flslonisbment are not awakefied, such poetry loses sight of its end, 
and affords no pleasare to the reader. 



fancies by which he works our illusion. This 
is a task to which we do not turn, until we 
lay down the work, and the impression has 
subsided from the removal of the object that 
affected us. 

I believe an appeal might be made to 
the feelings of any reader of a marvellous 
poem for a confirmation of this reasoning. 
Nor should 1 have any scruples to select in 
the first instance the *' Orlando Furioso" as 
producing the effects on the mind which I 
have just described, if the cry which has 
been so unjustly raised against that extra- 
ordinary production did not incapacitate 
half its readers from feeling the beautiful 
wonders of its fictions, by leading them ra- 
ther to doubt than to yield to the pleasure 
which they are calculated to excite. And 
this is not a matter of mere supposition ; it 
may be taken, as proved, on the testimony 
of the authour's own countrymen, who, 
though they have condemned him for the 
conduct of his poem,'' have generally admit- 
ted the delight which his fictions afford every 
description of readers. His great poetical 
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rival and successourTasso, not to mention our 
own Spenser, is an illustrious instance ; who, 
though lie has allacked the episodical struc- 
ture of Ariosto's fable in theory, and rejected 
it in practice, has followed it in the boldness 
of its fictions with a closeness of imitation, 
that leaves ns a convincing proof of his hav- 
ing regarded them with the common admira- 
tion of his countrymen. 

I have chosen to insist particularly on the 
" Orlando Furioso," as the charges of violat- 
ing truth and probability have been urged 
against the fictions of that poem with the 
greatest plausibiUty. If the reader will 
again acquiesce in our descending from the 
great examples so recently mentioned, we 
may have a more convincing and familiar 
proof of the principle which it is ray object 
to illustrate. Some works of the marvellous 
kind, which have latterly acquired an exten- 
sive popularity, will probably set the matter 
in a clearer light, than any poetical work of 
the same description extant. I would be 
understood to mean those compositions which 
unite the fictions of the antient romance with 
the interest of the modern novel; These pro- 
ductions receive every benefit arising from a 
fair trial, as taking them up with no inlen- 
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tion of scrutinizing their critical merits or 
defects, we turn them over with feelings so 
far disengaged from other interests as to be 
susceptible of those impressions which they 
may be calculated to excite. From the in- 
satiable avidity with which we are hurried 
through those wonderful descriptions in 
which the modern romance abounds, and 
from the extreme gratification with which we 
confess ourselves to be conveyed to that 
eventful moment, when the charm is dis- 
solved, and our expectations answered, it may 
be surely inferred that our sense of the false- 
hood or improbability is not prominent iti 
the pleasure we take in their wildness and 
marvellousness. Were this the case our in-" 
ducement to proceed in the story would be 
irreconcileable with what we experience and 
admit to be the case : we should in fact lay 
down such works as Ending less to delight 
than to displease us in continuing the pe- 
rusal. 

These considerations, strengthened by an 
exemplification so familiar as to give every 
reader a power of deciding for himself, ap- 
pear to me to establish convincingly some 
points which were assumed without proof at 
the comuiencement of this defence of the 
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marvellous descriptions of poetry ;-— that the 
sensations which we feel on being hurried 
through marvellous narrations are of a kind 
the most powerful and interesting ; and that 
the mind which yields itself up to the influence 
of this imagery is too much transported to 
take account of the falsehood of those de- 
scriptions which work its illusion. 

If we find it difficult to define the precise 
nature of these sensations, it amounts almost 
to a proof that they are the unallayed emo- 
tions of surprise and admiration. For the 
feelings with which we read those produc- 
tions possess all the characteristick marks of 
these mental affections. They are en)otions 
not only of that powerful nature which ex- 
clude the entrance into the mind of all 
weaker considerations, but of that captivat- 
ing kind which contribute to interest while 
they delight us ; a circumstance by which 
they seem to be particularly distinguished 
from other emotions. And they principally, 
if not exclusively among all the affections of 
the breast, may be wound up to such a degree 
of intenseness as will suspend the powers of 
recollection. While on the contrary the 
sense of falsehood or improbability having 
no connection with emotion or delight cani 



not be felt, and either become interesting, or 
gease to be remembered : forming of course 
no part of that impression which we receive 
from the perusal of such productions, they 
afford the fullest proof of the strength of that 
emotion in which they are involved, and by 
which they are overpowered ; which is a 
quality that particularly characterizes the 
mental affections of surprise and admiration. 
It may be presumed, that there is not any 
person who, after he has read such produc-r 
tions, does not retain a conviction of ha.viog 
felt those contrary sensations, which I con- 
ceive to operate in opposite directions, and 
who if he could recall any thing of the par- 
ticular manner in which he was affected, 
could not even point out certain parts which 
he admired, though he could not describe 
the exact nature of his sensations ; and even 
specify particular passages where he ceased 
to be interested, from feeling the idea of 
their improbability preponderate over the 
pleasure they were otherwise calculated to 
pxcile. 

]f there is any reader who has felt the 
force of such sensations, yet entertains a 
doubt of what may be precisely their nature 
and appellation, they may be identified on 
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the authority of one, who possessed not less 
a correctness of judgment, than a sensibility 
of taste, and ascertained to be the emotions 
of surprise and admiration wluch I have de- 
' clared in the beginning. " These descrip- 
tions," says Mr. Addison, on the fairy way of 
writing, " raise a pleasing kind of terror in 
the mind of the reader, and amuse his ima- 
gination with the strangeness and novelty of 
the persons who are represented in them. 
We are pleased with surveying the different 
habits and behaviour of foreign countries, 
how much more must we be delighted 
and surprised, when we are led as it were 
into a new creation, and see the persons 
and manners of another species?"' 

And hence there appears to be a point 
established of no small importance in esti- 
mating the justness, and determining the 
perfections of fanciful imagery; for thus the 
end of marvellous poetry is not only ascer- 
tained, but its conformity to that pleasure 
which is the general end of the art is at once 
displayed ; and shewn to possess as marked 
a character as that produced by tragick com- 
position : marvellous poetry intending to 

' spectator. No. 419. 



please by exciting the emotions of surprise 
and admiration, as dramatick pleases by 
awakening those of pity and lerrour. 

From this reasoning it must appear, that 
marvellous productions, so far from forming 
a distinct class of poetry, are not more than 
accidentally different from that species of 
composition which may be contradistin- 
guished under the title of being natural ; and 
of coui*se that they are not liable to any ob- 
jection which might not be applied so as to 
affeet the vitality of the art at large ; as the 
same reasoning, which is urged to expunge 
them from the list of the legitimate compo- 
sitions of poetry, might be extended to pro- 
scribe some of the most severe compositions 
of the art, on account of the striking simila- 
rity that exists between them. With respect 
to the resemblance that holds between it and 
the drama, it has been already made suffii 
ciently apparent : tliey equally aim at excit- 
ing pleasure, and at exciting it by the means 
of powerful emotions, and frequently withr- 
out regard to truth or reality. Between it 
and the Hislorick Poem (which is of all epi- 
cal compositions the most probable and true) 
a like analogy will not be found to fail : for 
both species of composition, besides tending 
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to produce the common eud of pleasure, 
r agree in that one point which is of itself suffi- 
cient, and which only is necessary to con- 
stitute a similarity. In both, though truth 
may be deserted, it cannot be deserted where- 
ever it is acknowledged as truth. Unless, 
in fact, we can be brought to forget it alto- 
gether, no violation can be offered to ils un- 
alterable nature. So that making due allow- 
ances for the different objects pursued in the 
romantick poem, and in the other species of 
poetical composition, they may be regarded 
merely as draughts of the same object laid 
down, upon different scales, by artists of the 
same school ; Jn which, though the dimen- 
sions are unlike, the proportions are similar. 

The right of adopting marvellous im- 
agery which poets claim appearing thus 
capable of vindication, however licentious it 
may seem and remote from nature ; and being 
chosen by him who engages in the epical 
romance as the ground-work of his compo- 
sitions, it must be evident that with respect 
to the objects which he may imitate, he 
commences with a licence that scarcely knows 
any restriction. But though the space, 
through which he is at liberty to expatiate. 
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is not confined to any prescribed way, or 
regular direcUon, its extent is marked out by 
certain limits : he may prolong his course by 
circumvolution, but if he pro,ceed too far on 
the one side, he must fail from losing that 
illumination which is to direct his course; 
if he push it too bold on the other, he gels 
ivithin the sphere of that radiance which 
must endanger his Dffidaliau pinions. His- 
tory opposes a barrier to exclude him from 
appropriating those facts which are com- 
mitted to the preservation of its records; 
and invention opens a region before him, 
the most captivating objects of which are 
but illusive lights which seduce to latent 
dangers. 

As to the invented incidents of his work, 
I have already remarked, and cannot insist 
too much on the point, that though he pos- 
sesses great liberties of fiction, he does not 
possess an unbounded licence of invention. 
To fix that line of partition between those 
grounds which ought to be considered his 
rightful possessions, and those which are for- 
bidden to his encroachment, is an undertak- 
ing naturally to be expected from him who 
prpfesscs to determine the nature, and to fix 
the bounds of Poetick Licence. 
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I'he rule of Horace possesses much per- 
tinence in this undertaking, but is too gene- 
ral to solve its difficulties ; 

Ficta voloplatis causri, sint proxima veris : 
Nee quodcunque volet, poscat s\h\ fabtila credi. 

Dp Art. Poet. v. 338. 

This precept affords us some slight assistance 
in estimating the merits of a coiiiposition al- 
ready finished ; but offers us none whatever, 
bj which our practice may be regulated in 
entering on such an undertaking as a poeti- 
cal rotiiance. To reconcile the marvellous 
with the probable is here recommended by 
Horace, but how this may be effected forms 
the final difficulty ; and has been considered 
so very insurmountable, that it has been pro- 
nounced by a crilick of great authority to 
depend on such art as cannot be communi- 
cated by precept. " II ne me par6it done 
pas possible d'enseigner I'art de concilier le 
vraisemblable et le merveilleux. Get artn'est 
qu'a la port^e de ceus qui sont n^s poetes, et 
grandes poetes. C'est a eus qu'il est reserv6 
de faire une alliance du merveilleux et du 
vraisemblable, ou I'un et I'aulre ne perdent 
par leur droits. Le talent de faire une telle 
alliance est ce que distingue 6minement les 
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poetes de la classe de Virgile, des versifica- 
teurs sans invention, et des poetes extrava-. 
gans."^ 

Were the difficulty as great as the critick 
represents jt, research in these inquiries be- 
yond this point would be precluded. After 
disclosing the nature of Poetick Licence in 
the marvellous departments of the art, and 
vindicating the poet's right of employing it, 
it would not be possible to mark out ibe 
boundaries to which it should be extended, 
from the impracticabihty of ascertaining the 
precise limits to which fiction might be car- 
ried, without destroying the reader's plea- 
sure by a sense of its improbability. The 
consideration of the difficulty which arises in 
tliis respect will at least justify the boldness 
of an attempt to conquer it, if it does not 
extenuate the insufficiency betrayed in the 
undertaking. With such a prospect in the 
event of success, I shall venture upon sug-- 
gesting an expedient, which I am fond enough 
to beUeve adequate not only to resolve the 
crux started by Du Bos, but to ascertain the 
full extent of that liberty to which the artist 



k Du Bos. Reflex. Critiq. 5 29. 



is permitted to advance under the iinmuiiilies 
of Poelick Licence. 

The expedient wliich I conceive adequate 
to the exigency of the poet in this respect 
may be thus laid down. In ascribing any 
thing to the operation of supernatural agen- 
cy, il3 occurrence, though not capable of 
being accounted for as natural, should not 
be questionable as real, judging of il accord- 
ing to the creed of the poet's characters : 
and though not immediately admissible as 
true, yet it should not be negatived as evi- 
dently false, judging of it according to the 
creed of bis readers. But as the reader's 
creed is now in all cases deierniinable, and 
confined to what we term religion ; and as 
the creed of the poet's characters, if it diifers 
from that of the reader's, is generally denomi- 
nated superstition, this rule may be stated 
much more succinctly. In order that any 
thing marvellous admitted into poetry, 
should possess propriety and verisimilitude, 
it is necessary that its occurrence should be 
exactly conformable to the popular super- 
stitions of the times in which the scene of 
the work is laid ; and though not recognised 
as true, yet should not be directly inadmissi- 
ble as false when viewed by the reader's rdi- 
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gious notionsi And this rule being observed j 
the separate provinces of fancy and reality 
will not only be kept apart, but, according to 
the precept of Horace, fiction will be thus 
brought in the nearest possible degree to 
truth. 

The justness and conipreheusiveness of 
this precept will be found to receive no in- 
Considerable support on being brought to 
the text of exemplification from the works of 
the most distinguished writers in marvellous 
poetry. To justify its being offered, how- 
iever, as a canon which may be applied to 
Solve some points of poetical licence, which 
a difference in practice among these writers 
has left doubtful, it cannot be deemed irrele- 
vant to shew that it possesses every authority 
which can be claimed for it, as being con- 
formable to those general principles which 
have been dedhced from the nature and end 
of poetry, and shewn to regulate its various 
compositions. 

] . To assert that every thing which is 
conceived to be true must be possessed of 
verisimilitude, is to repeat circuitously what 
is conveyed in a single term. But whatever 
is inculcated by any religious belief, or ad- 
mitted by the superstitious credulity of any 
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people, those persons who are under its in- 
fluence are by supposition conceived to be- 
lieve true. Whatever preternatural appear- 
ance therefore the poet relates, liowever 
doubtful may be its occurrence, however 
physically improbable may be its existence, 
provided it is reported on the faith of some 
character in his production, it must possess 
verisimilitude in being conformable to the 
adduced rule. 'J'o such characters it must 
preserve every necessary probability, in " not 
being questionable as true." The difference 
between real occurrences and preternatural 
appearances, in a physical sense, may be as 
great as can be conceived ; but diis is by no 
means the case when as incidents they are 
embraced by the imagination, or transferred 
to the ideal system of poetry. The human 
mind has often no power to separate among 
its conceptions that part which is the effect 
of delusion from that which is the result of 
reality : it is even generally found to be most 
pertinacious in maintaining the superiour 
truth of the fonner. 

But it is in the poet's power to represent 
his characters as deceived by superstitious 
illusion : and as he is required to ascribe 
ihem not just, but natural feelings, not to 
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make them philosophical reasoners, but to 
represent them as human beings actuated by 
human passions, such a mode of delineatioo 
will impart to his narrative not only great 
nature, but every necessary truth ; as being 
most consonant to the fabulous cast of that 
period in which ihey are represented to have 
lived. 

These remarks cannot receive a more per- 
fect exemplification than in the following 
passage from Ariosto, which is not less re- 
markable for the propriety of its fiction than 
from the splendour of its imagery. The poet 
represents the ghost of Argalia appearing to 
Ferrau, while he is in search of the helmet 
of the departed knight, which he iiad pre- 
viously bound himself to cast into a river 
that no monument of victory might remain- 
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Con uo gran ramo d'albero rimondo, 
Di ctie avea fatto iina pertica lunga. 
Tenia il fiume, e ricerca fino at fondo ; 
N6 loco lasfia, ove non batta, e pugaa. 
Mentre con la inaggior stizza del mondo 
Ian to I'indugio suo quivi proluuga; 
Vede di mezzo il fiiime iin Cavaliero, 
Infino al petto uscir, d'aspetto Gero. 

Em, fuor clie la lesta, lulto armato, 
Ed avea uii' elmo nella dostra niaiw; 
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Avea'l medesimo elmo, che cercato 
Da Ferraii fu lungamente in vano. 
A Ferraii parl5 come adirato^ 
E didse: Ah mancator di f&^ Marrano ; 
Perch^ di lasciar Telmo anche t'aggrevi^ 
Che render gik gran tempo mi dovevi ? 

Ricordati Pagan quando uccedisti 
D*Angelica il fratel, che son quell'io^ 
Dietro all' altre arme tu mi promettesti 
Fra pocbi dl gittar Telmo nel rio. 



All' apparir^ che fece air improviso 

Deir acqpa I'Ombra^ ogni pelo arricciossi^ 

E scolorossi al Saracino il viso : 

La vocCj ch'era per uscir^ fermossi. 

Udendo poi dall' Argalia, ch'ucciso 

Quivi avea gia (che I'Argalia nomossi) 

La rotta fede cosl improverarse ; 

Di scorno, e d'ira dentro^ e di faor arse^ 

Cant. L ott. 25-30. 

The occurrence is represented as hap- 
pening to one who lived in the prejudices of 
an age which disposed him to credit, not 
question the truth of any preternatural ap- 
pearance : and the incident described is of 
a kind, which receives no contradiction from 
our religious notions. With infinite judg- 
ment the poet has enlarged upon the causes 
of the appearance of the spectre, and on 
the state of mental agitation into which the 
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knight was thrown. The fiction is thus 
brought to the very verge of truth ; as a su- 
perstitious mind actuated by a perturbed con- 
science might have created the phantom with 
which it was atfrighted. 

2. As the poet's descriptions are intended 
to affect the reader, and as the reader's creed" 
may be very different from tiiat ascribed to 
the characters in the poem, a provision must 
be made against his considering the narrative 
improbable on eniering into tiie feelings of 
the poet's characters, and placing himself in 
the same situation wherein they are described 
to be affected ; for when the sense of any 
improbability in this respect predominates in 
his mind, the effect of the composition must 
be lost on him. And herein lies the neces- 
sity of the rule, that to the operation of spi- 
ritual agency nothing should be ascribed 
which our religious creed would reject as 
evidently false.' 
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' The most atrikingj and indeed only, instance of a violation 
of this principle in Ariosto, which would offend a modem 
reader, is thai fiction wherein the poet represents a Chrisiian 
knight, Afiolfo, as conducted by St, John, the Evangelist, to the 
palace of tbe Fates. (Orl. Fur. Cant, xxxiv. olt. 87-92.) We 
mail ever feel a disposition to question the existence of sudi 1 
l)eiiigs as the Fates of Heathen Mythology, and particalarly m J 
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3. It is scarcely necessary to extend these 
considerations to a third case, that in which 
certain marvellous occurrences are narrated 
by the poet on his own testimony, as distinct 
from thdse which he reports on the testi- 
mony of his characters. . Where the religious 
creed of the poet's readers, and of his cha- 
racters is the same, great licences may be 
used by him in this respect. He may con- 
struct entire episodes ; and conduct them 
by none but marvellous beings, even where 
such fictions cannot be supposed to come 
under the observation of any human per- 
sonage in the poem ; whence, as was before 
observed, they might acquire probability, on 
the supposition of the spectator's having mis- 
taken some illusion for reality. A remark- 
able instance, though not taken from a poe- 
tical romance, is the interview of Jupiter 



when they are introduced to our notice by such a personage as 
St. John, who, on being barely mentioned, suggests the grounds 
of that creed, by which wc ai once decide on tlie impossibility of 
their existence. I must here, however, observe that ihis fiction 
must have appeared much less defective to a reader of Ariosto's 
age, than it does to one of ours j as well because many of the 
Pagan notions were retained and incorporated iji the Italian su- 
perstitions, as I shall have occasion to observe hereafter, and be- 
cause the history of St. John himself was in those times involved 
in much obscurity and mystery. 
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and Juno in the fourteenth book of the 
" lUad." No direct reason could have sug- 
gested itself to any Grecian reader for im- 
mediately rejecting this fiction as improba- 
ble, as it possessed an exact conforftiity with 
his religious creed: while the internal veri- 
similitude which it bore in its consistency 
must have offered him some cause to admit 
it at once, without delaying to ascertain whe- 
ther its probability was supported merely by 
the testimony of the poet, or corroborated by 
that of one of his characters. This being the 
case, the pleasure which the narrative was 
calculated to excite by the consistency of 
the fiction, and the marvellousness of the 
imagery, could not have suffered any sensi- 
ble diminution from the circumstance of 
being unaccredited by actual observation. 

But where the superstitious notions, 
ascribed to the poet's characters, differ from 
those admitted in the religious creed pro- 
fessed by his readers ; as, for instance, were 
a poetical romance at the present day to be 
founded on a subject interspersed with Sara- 
cenick mythology ; in this case 1 cannot 
think any hcence would justify the authour 
in maintaining any thing that is not sup- 
ported, at least indirectly, by the testimony 



I 



181 

otsome character in the poem. When ficti- 
tious incidents receive no countenance from 
the creed of the reader, in order that they i 
should have some title to verisimilitude, 
there should be room for delusion on the 
part of tlie person who is represented as 
affected by them in the poem. But from 
this circumstance an exception is entered 
against introducing into the poetical ro- 
mance, such marvellous episodes merely 
as are carried on witliout the known inter- 
vention of some character in the poem. For 
the poet, having once established an evidence 
under one of the pei-sonages in his work, and 
brought it in favour of any imaginary oc- 
currence, may thence deduce by infbrence 
all the circumstances by which he chooses to 
enlarge the fiction, provided they arc such 
as might have probably attended the transac- 
tion ; for in this case, adhering to probabi- 
lity, he preserves every necessary verisimili- 
tude. Any marvellous episode in the " Or- 
lando," the adventure of Ruggiero with 
Alcina, for instance, will illustrate my mean- 
ing ; where the poet having sufficient grounds 
for the outline of the fiction in the supersti- 
tious opinions of the character whom he 
introduces, thence enters with every neces- 
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sary propriety into its more minute details, 
establishing the verisimilitude of each paui- 
irular description on the probability with 
which it arises out of, and is attendant on the 
general transaction. 

AVhen the rule which has been now ex- 
plained is not transgressed, it appears to me, 
on many accounts, that the end of the pro- 
dnction will be answered, as the reader will 
be enabled to feel that pleasurable effect 
which it is intended to atford him. For to 
attain this end we do not claim of the poet 
that he should render bis descriptions strictly 
probable. All that we require of him is, 
that be should keep the senseof any impro- 
babilily in his narrative subordinate to the 
pleasure which it is intended to excite as 
marvellous. By adhering to this rule, the 
sense of improbability being allowed but a ' 
negative effect, cannot have much, if any, 
tendency to counteract that delight which 
we are disposed to feel in what is otherwise 
interesting in the production ; and may be of 
course wholly overlooked while the imagina- 
tion resigns itself to the more powerful emo- 
tion excited by what is grand and surprising 
in the composition. 

That the most probable supposition* 
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which will arise on considering the stale 
of the reader's feelings, is» that all consi- 
derations of the iinprobabdity of the fie- j 
tions will be overlooked, may be more fully 
estHblished from a consideration of the 
medium through which the composition is 
presented to the mind, and the slate of the 
mind wliich is afTccled by its perusal. And 
here confining ourselves to tlie observation, 
that these productions are narrated ; of the 
objects of description in every narrative we 
must have but comparatively faint perce(j- 
tion, from the circumstance of tiieir being 
conveyed to us through the medium of lan- 
guage; 

Segnius irritant aoimos demissa per aiiiem, 
Quam (\ux sunt oculis coinmissa lidelibiis, ct quse 
Ipse sibi tradit spectator. 

Hor. DeAit. I'oet. v. 188. 

Tn the general improbabilities which might 
be urged against any marvellous transaction 
which is narrated, those must be wholly 
overiooked which our senses would discover, 
if we were not merely readers, but witnesses 
of the imaginary occurrence. So that it may 
be remarked by the way, that the circum- 
stances of being merely auditors and specta- 
tors will render somewhat more proportionate 
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the diiFerence placed between the poet's 
readers and his characters : if the former are 
assigned greater credulity, the latter are 
offered less to believe. 

But the reader's power to observe any 
improbabilities which may be discoverable 
in these descriptions is not merely confined 
from the circumstance of their not being sub- 
mitted to the scrutiny of his organs ; it is not 
less confined in the circumstance of his hav- 
ing but an imperfect knowledge of all preter- 
natural beings and their economies, even of 
such as his own creed admits to be real. 
All the probability which reason can attain 
on these subjects must allow of considerable 
limitation ; he cannot therefore acquire that 
habitual facility, which experience gives him, 
of discerning at a glance the truth or impro- 
babihty of things which are familiar from 
being definite in their nature, and frequent 
in their occurrence : he will consequently 
find no immediate evidence for rejecting those 
fictions founded on the creed of others which 
it is his interest in being his pleasure to ad- 
mit unquestioned. The only certainty which 
he can reach on these points is that which 
his own creed affords him concerning the 
existence of the beings employed in those 
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fictions. If they are of a kind which his 
religious notions lead him to reject, the 
composition fails at once in its intended 
effect, by exciting a stronger sensation to 
predominate over his pleasure. But against 
any danger which may threaten the poet's 
fictions in this respect the adduced rule fur- 
nishes a provision, as it expressly states, 
that " nothing should be introduced in such 
fictions, which would be negatived as false 
by the creed of the reafler." And hence, if 
the existence of those beings does not come 
to be questioned, our admitting every thing 
they are supposed to do, will depend upon 
the consistency of the narrative in which 
they are described. 

This liowever is a statement of the matter, 
which sets it in a point of light the least fa- 
vourable to tlie cause which I espouse : for 
it may happen that the reader may possess a 
temper of mind somewhat tinctured with the 
enthusiasm of the poet, which, independent 
of the interest he may feel in the production 
before him, will rather incline him to admit 
than to question its fictions.. " Many," says 
Mr. Addison, in speaking of the pleasure 
which marvellous productions afibrd, " are 
prepossessed with such opinions, as dispose 
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ibem to believe these particular delusions ; 
at least, we have all heard so many pleasing 
relations in favour of them, that we do not 
care for seeing through the falsehood, and 
willingly give ourselves up to so agreeable 
an imposture."" 

The defence of the Italian poets is thus 
capable of being established, and those fic- 
tions with which they have enriched poetry 
may be maintained to the art, notwithstand- 
ing the endeavours of some modern criticks 
to bring them into disrepute. For thus, with 
all their licentiousness, they are reconcileable 
to those principles which regulate poetical 
compositions, and are adapted to that end 
which is sought in all such productions. 

To one objection; however, they seem lo 
be exposed, which I shall proceed lo slate, 
not so much fur the purpose of shewing that 
it is not incapable of being answered, as that 
it leads to the illustration of some other pe- 
culiar traits in the nature of this extraordi- 
nary species of compusilion. When that 
pleasure, which it is the end of these produc- 
tions to awaken, comes to be felt only in 
remembrance ; during those periods when 
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the poet changes his subject to give it a 
diversity, or those pauses which we are 
obliged to make in the narrative, if for no 
other purpose than to observe tlie connection 
of the authour's subject ; at such particular pe- 
riods these fictions being viewed without those 
emotions of surprise and adniiration, which 
they excite in the perusal, leave no impres- 
sion upon the mind so strong as tliat of their 
improbability ; and consequently suspend 
the gratification which should be continued 
unalloyed from the commencement to the 
close of every poetical production. And, be- 
sides this, it happens, that in fictions thus con- 
structed, there seems to be no suitable provi- 
sion made at first to engage them a second 
j-eading, when that novelty is worn out which 
constitutes no small share of our pleasure, 
and creates no slight proportion of our emo- 
tion when we give the production the first 
perusal. 

This objection, it may be remarked by 
the way, seems to contain in it the seeds of 
every aspersion which has been cast upon 
the marvellous fictions of Ariosto; as tliose 
criticks who have ventured to censure that 
poet must have spoken after a reiterated 
perusal of his work, since these are feelings 
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which arise on a frequent recurrence to it. 
But I do not mention this point as a state- 
meut of tiie manner in which the Italians 
have been jtuiged, nor do 1 insist parucu- 
larly on it at present, as containing a proof 
of their having been condemned on an un- 
fair trial. Their defence may be maintained 
independently of this consideration; for the 
objection affects them only when one half of 
their plan is taken' into consideration. As | 
the difficulties attending the labour of poeti- 
cal composition must have led them to review 
repeatedly their own imagery, they must 
themselves have observed it in the same 
hght with the critick ; they must have thus 
seen how it was exposed to censure, and were 
hence probably driven to the expedient of 
devising some mode of obviating these ob- 
jections. And from this circumstance, I | 
cannot but think, originated those striking 
peculiarities which distinguish the poetical 
romance from the other species of epical 
composition ; its being allegorical in its sub- 1 
ject, and episodical in its plan. Such in fact 
appear to be the expedients which a little i 
consideration suggested to the Italian poets, 
as affording a remedy for the deficiences im- ] 
putable to these productions. 



On the episodical structure of fable in 
the poetical romance, 1 shall have occasion 
to enhirge when I come to treat of the eco- 
nomy of poetical matter. I now particu- 
larly insist upon the allegorical meaning as 
that part of the poet's plan by which he 
aims at securing the end of his art, by pro- 
moting the gratification of his readers ; more 
especially during the perusal of those parts 
of his composition in which the sense of his 
fictions being iinprobable might predominate 
over the pleasure excited by their marvel- 
lousness. In these it is curious to remark, 
that the truth which the poet finds impracti- 
cable to impart really to his subject, he aims 
at imparting figuratively. Thus leaving the 
mind employed in discovering the latent 
sense of his fictions, and tracing resemblances 
between its true and typical meaning, he 
engages it in such occupation as affords most 
readers no small degree of pleasure. And 
hence by kee[)ing the sense of any improba- 
bility in his fictions out of our view (which 
he the more readily effects by giving them, 
as allegories, that artificial connection with 
truth which keeps some kind of verity al- 
ways before us in the implied meaning,) he 
succeeds in diverting ui from observing the 



want of verisimilitude until he breaks upon 
us with a new train of marvellous imagery, 
and then overpowers us again with emotions 
of admiration and surprise. And when the 
sensations thus excited again subside, he 
prepares for us the same task of unravelling 
his allegories, to be once more succeeded by 
an interchange of similar delight and similar 
occupation. 

It is, however, by do means my intention 
to assert that the " Orlando Furioso" is a 
poem which possesses a regularly con- 
structed allegory shadowed under its lileral 
meaning. Such a supposition is not borne 
out by fact: for, notwithstanding the labours 
of Valvasori, Ruscelli, Porcacchi, Toscanella, 
and Harrington, who have been at such pains 
to discover a concealed meaning in all his 
fictions, it would require something more 
than complaisance in any thinking reader to 
admit that their labours were not iimch more 
frequently baffled than successful. 

Indeed the establishment of such notions 
on the uniform consistency of Arlosto's alle- 
gories is not at ail accessary to the defence 
of the poet: it is sufficient if this figurative 
meaning is discoverable in those bolder fic- 
tions which are conceived to ofier a violence 
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to truth and nature. And that this is a true 
remark, and will be found justified on expe- 
riment, we have not only the evidence of the 
poem, as interpreted by the commentators 
already mentioned, but the testimony of the 
poet himself, who, thus fer at least, mnfir m* 
Ae genera! roice of his interpreters ; as he 
directs his readers " in search of a figurative 
meaning implied under his more marvellous 
inventions. And such parts of his pgem are 
those alone in which the reader requires 
something to turn his attention aside from 
the sense of any improbability in the fic- 
tion. 

It must, however, be admitted that the 
case is very different with respect to Spen- 
ser; in the science and continuity of his alle- 
gories he fliffers very uiaterially from his 
Italian conipflilor. And his commentator, 
Mr. Upton, has insisted on this point in his 
defence of the probability of the " Fairy 
Queen" with very different success from that 
wliich has been manifested by all the fanci- 
ful exj>ositors of Ariosto's " Orlando." The 
fact is, and it ajipears in a letter on the sub- 
ject to Sir W. Raleigh, that he secured to 

■ Or!. Fur. Cant. *ii, ott. 2. See also Cant. »iii. ott. 2. 



his poem this quality of being allegorical, 
by having originally inteuded it should pos- 
sess it. And a letter addressed by Mr. 
Upton to Mr. West, besides the preface al- 
ready mentioned, puts the fact out of dispute 
by an illustration of the allegories, and an 
application of Spenser's poetical characters 
to the principal personages in the court of | 
Queen Elizabeth. 

5ut, as I before observed, the establish- 
ment of this point on the figurative meaning 
of the poetical romance, would not secure 
much to the cause of Ariosto, nor much ad- 
vance the merit of Spenser; as it assigns the 
works of both poets no other praise than that 
of being good allegorical poems. For it 
must be observed that under these circum- 
stances their place of eminence is appa- 
rently, not really, elevated. It is advanced 
in the same manner as that of an object, 
which when set beside others of a size more i 
diminutive is, seemingly, not actually am- ' 
plified. As allegorical poems they may be 
entitled to all the merits due to works of 
their kind; but if this is the view under 
which, the poetical romance is to be repre- 
sented, and these are the terms on which its i 
perfections are to be ascertained, it certainly 
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becomes reduced from these circumstaDces, 
vod in no inconsiderable degree, in the scale 
of that poetry which ranks as epical. 

Nor am I led to this conclusion by an 
attachment to system, from having any desire 
to exclude irom the composition of the poe- 
tical romance, a regularly constructed alle- 
gory, on account of ils being incompatible 
with what I have already declared to be 
essential to such productions in a state of 
abstract perfection. Such a plan, when pro- 
secuted to a greater extent than what has 
been judiciously adopted by Ariosto, cannot 
fyii to defeat its own intent, as it must tend 
to weary us by perplexing our attentions 
with a diversity of interests, and in an un- 
remitted succession. There are few, if any, 
readers of Spenser, who will not admit that 
the iuterest which they take in the " Fairy 
Queen'* is alloyed, and in no inconsiderable 
degree, by the spirit of " morahzing'' which 
h prosecuted through the whole of that 
poem. So much is admitted by one whom 
I look upon as the warmest of his admirers, 
and the ablest of his advocates. ^' As an 
aUegorical poem," says the venerable Bishop 
Hurd, *' the method of the Fairy Queen is 
governed by the justness of the moral : as a 

o 
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narrative poem, it is conducted on the ideas 
and usages o^ chivalry. In either \'iew, if taken 
b_y itself, the plan is defensible. But from 
the union of the two designs there arises a 
perplexity and confusion which is the proper, 
and only considerable, defect of this extra- 
ordinary poem."' 

And this difference in tlie conduct of ihe 
Italian and the English romance determines 
me to decide, without any hesitation, in fa- 
vour of the former, as the more perfect mo- 
del of the epos of marvellous poetry. Not 
that I admit either the genius or the judg- 
ment of Spenser was inferiour to that of 
Ariosto ; or that 1 believe he was seduced 
from the right path, Avhich was so success- 
fully trodden by his illustrious predecessor, 
by any vain ambition to avoid his supposed 
errours, or lo strike out imaginary beauties. 
This inferiority, on the part of our country- 
man, is lo be attributed to the difference of 
the limes in which both poets lived ; a differ- 
ence that operated as much lo favour the 
end of Ariosto, as it did to oppose the object 
of Spenser. The manners of chivalry and 
its attendants, the Jiclions of romance, fur- 

° On Chivalry and Romance. T*t. vili. 
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nisfaed the subjects of their respective works, 
and gave them propriety of truth. But it 
was the jgood fortune of Ariosto to have 
lived at a period, when they were as much 
ofcfjects of overweening partiality, as it was 
the fate of Spenser to have lived in an age 
when they were objects of unmerited re- 
proach. Each found it his interest to pay a 
respect to the prejudices of his times: and 
while Ariosto had but to accommodate him- 
self to the existing state of opinion, Spenser 
had to struggle against it, in treating a sub- 
ject of the same description and character. 
How his choice of the romance as an epical 
subject, was notwithstanding judicious, as 
conformable to the popular prejudices in the 
reign of EUzabeth, may be collected, with- 
out any labour of deduction, from those 
letters on chivalry and romance so often 
quoted. 

Thus it happens, by assigning its proper 
place and level to what is real and what is 
allegorical in the epick romance, by consi- 
dering neither part perfect in itself, but the 
latter merely auxiliary to the former, that the 
defence of the Italian poets is easily made 
out. And thus we find it explained, how 
this pait of fanciful poetry, though it ha^ 
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met with raaoy strenuous opponents, has 

found no adequate defenders. Both parties, 
as well those who opposed as those who sup- 
ported it, seem not to have taken in its plan 
at one comprehensive view, but to have re- 
garded it with a divided consideration : they 
have been led to regard it not as a whole 
composed of one principal with a subordi- 
nate part, but as a whole in which the parts 
were equally prominent. Thus regarding it 
as a species of composition as much typical 
as literal, they have been led to expect, that, 
in both forms, it should be equally perfect: 
that its more obvious sense should possess 
continued verisimilitude, and its more latent 
meaning be coutinued allegory. It cannot 
then appear extraordinary that under such a 
consideration, in which the object of these 
compositions is so completely misconceived, 
they should have exhibited so much to jus- 
tify the censure of their opponents : and 
that their apologists, taking the matter on the 
same grounds, should have laboured so in- 
effectually in their vindication. 

But if there are any of Ariosto's fictions 
which appear defective in verisimilitude, and 
at the same time inobvious in allegorical sig- 
nification, M'e must attribute the circumstance 
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not so much to the poet, as lo the age in 
which he flourished. He was only required 
to impart that verisiniihtude to Wi% ficlions 
which was suited to the existing stale of po- 
pular opinion in his time. That censtire 
which arraigns him for not having done 
more, might be equally employed to con- 
demn Homer for not having devised a train 
of mythological imagery correspondent with 
our religious notions at the present day. We 
must in fact admit the poetical systems of 
both poets subject to the popular supersti- 
tions of the age in which they wrote : and 
the credulity of that in which Ariosto lived 
would have admitted certain fictions as pos- 
sessing every necessary verisimilitude which 
we now reject as improbable and extrava- 
gant. 

This reasoning appears perfectly borne 
out by observing the state of opinion, not 
only when the " Orlando Furioso" was com- 
posed, but that under which every poetical 
romance, which has risen into popular esti- 
mation, appears to have been produced. As 
proofs that the enchantments of Spenser and 
Shakespeare were received with some sin- 
cerity, and admitted to possess some credi- 
bility, many parallel examples might be 
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produced besides the trial and conviction of 

the witches of Warbuis. The sera of Ariosto 
cannot be considered more cniiwhtened tliaa 
thai in which Bacon lived ,aiid wrote: nor 
can we conceive what light could have arisen 
to dissipate llie credulity of Arioslo's age, 
when but half a century before him Dante 
was believed to have descended to the infer- 
nal regions, and to have witnessed all those 
marvellous occurrences which he has detailed 
in his " Divina Coniedia." 

I cannot, however, bring niysrlf to be- 
lieve that the state of opinion at jjrcsent, 
though less calculated to favour the effect 
of marvellous fictions thnn it has been a( the 
time when this species of poetry was most 
successfully cultivated, has tended to weaken 
the verisicnilitude of those fictions^ to dimi- 
nish their intrinsick beauty, or destroy the 
pleasure which the works even of Ariosto or 
Spenser were originally intended to afford. 
In our more collcrled moments, during the 
perusal of these marvellous inventions, when 
occupied rather in reasoning on their defects, 
than in feeling their beauties, we are so far 
disengaged from emotion as to consider 
their want of truth and probability, we are 
enabled to take into account the different 
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circumstances under which the poem is now 
read, and those under wliich it was originally 
written. And though the allowances which 
are thus made may not raise tlie pleasure 
which a modern reader takes in such liclions 
as those of JJomer, to that degree which 
was experienced by the Grecian who pro- 
fessed Homer's religion, it does not follow 
that a similar disparity exists in the pleasure 
which any one now takes in the imagery of 
the " Orlando Furioso," and that expe- 
rienced by the first readers of Ariosto. Set- 
ting aside the consideration that the cotem- 
poraries of Ariosto could not have had that 
unreserved belief in the fictions of the " Or- 
lando," which those of Homer had in the 
" Iliad," the mythological notions of the 
latter are wholly irreconcileable with the 
truth of our present religion, while the fic- 
tions of the former possess at least the verisi- 
militude of some superstitions not wholly 
exploded among us, which if we do not 
implicitly believe, we do not absolutely re- 
ject. From these circumstances it is very 
allowable to conclude that tlie pleasure, 
which Ariosto's work at first aftbrded, both 
has remained, and is likely to continue at 
nearly its original level. 
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Proceeaing from this remark, 1 shall now 
beg leave to enter my protest against an 
opinion which has been sometime fashion- 
able, and which, if adniilted, would straiten 
in no slight degree the extent of Poetick 
Licence; — "That the success of these fic- 
tions will not be great, when they have no 
longer any footing in popular belief: — and 
that no modern poet ought to revive those 
fairy tales in an epick poem."'' Notwith- 
standing the authoritativeness of this asser- 
tion, I cannot bring myself to believe that 
fanciful imagery can have suffered much 
from the circumslance of our being more 
enlightened than our ancestors. For I find 
it difficult to reconcile this critical dogma 
with that general interest which the old 
poetical romances continue to excite on ac- 
count of this very antiquated imagery. And 
if such imagery is found to delight us in a 
poem long written, I know of no reason why 
it should not in one which is recently given 
to publicity. 

It is true that we should censure as un- 
natural in a modern poet many things which 
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we shoold pardon, though improbable in 
Ariosto, on the grounds of those allowances 
which are to be made for the credulity of 
his age : but it is not less true, that the mo- 
dem poet by constructing his fictions with 
more art, and greater verisimilitude, may 
stand in need of no such indulgences. How 
far this is practicable has been already 
pointed out in those rules which have been 
laid down for ascertaining the justness, and 
directing the constitution of poetical fic- 
tions: and let it be remembered, that to 
these rules those very fictions are excep- 
tions, in which Ariosto stands in need of 
palliation. 

When the poet has secured these points, 
he cannot have much to fear from the scep- 
ticism or incredulity of his readers. Among 
readers of this compleclion as there are 
some of whom he can have as little hopes 
as ambition of making proselytes to his 
fanciful creed; there are others who will 
find that what his descriptions want in 
point of truth, is more than compensated 
in point of art ; a quality that almost 
equally secures that delight which is the 
ultimate end of poetical composition. And 



i202 

the more incredulous any reader is found, 
the more it must be admitted will his de- 
light be raised at observing those fictions 
which his reason leads him to reject as 
false, represented with all the consistency 
of realities. 
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CHAP. 11. 

OF THE POETICAL EPOS. 

We have already observed those endeavours 
which have been employed to exclude the 
poetical romance from holding any place 
among the legitimate compositions of poetry, 
on account of its fictions offering so great a 
violence to nature and reality. It cannot 
therefore appear strange that the liberty of 
employing a system of spiritual agents and 
supernatural imagery, to which criticism gives 
the name of machinery, should have been 
likewise opposed in the poetical epos : nor 
will objections to its introduction appear to 
the philosophical thinkers of the present 
day to be devoid of the strongest support from 
nature and reason. When this mode of reason- 
ing in criticism first became fashionable, has 
been incidentally determined by the authour 
of " Letters on Chivalry,'* in tracing the de- 
clining popularity of the Gothick fictions 
and Italian poetry in England, in the sink- 
ing credit of which it appears to have been 
considerably involved. The period of so 



regretted a revolution in our taste has been 
fixed at the time of the restoration ; and the 
origin of those sentiments, which particularly 
afiected poetical machinery ftscribed to Sir 
W. Davenant and Mr. Hobbes.' The aa- 
thority of these opinions had however no 
considcriible standing, and with the excep- 
tion of a few proselyies, among whom Sir W. 
Temple occurs, they continue to lose ground 
every day ; among the last persons that I 
now remember, who appear to avow them 
openly, is ^M. de Voltaire: they appear to 
have expired under the feeble support of 
Lord Kaimes. 

On considering the different powers of 
reasoning by which these opinions on the 
propriety of machinery in an epick poem 
have been maintained, and those with which 
they have hetn coudiated, the advantage 
now appears considerably on the side of the 
former. Of tliis 1 could offer a complete 
evidence, in producing the defence of the 
necessity of celestial intervention in the epo- 
pee given by Dr. liurd. The length of the 
passage unfitting it for transcription, 1 shall 
beg leave to refer the reader to it, fts it 
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contains a refutation of the objections of two 
very popular advocates on the opposite side 
of the question.' 

Without entering into the merits of the 
arguments of a controversy, which, as I am 
of opinion, has been decided much in favour 
, of the affirmative side of the question, 1 
am sufficiently attached to those principles 
which I have employed some time in illus- 
trating, to believe, that by ihcir assistance 
the matter may be put if not more appo- 
sitely, yet more suitably to the purpose of 
these inquiries : in fact, that so captivating 
an appendage of poetry as its machinery, 
niay be maiDlaioed to the art without assign- 
ing any unreasonable latitude to Poetical 
Licence. 

The determination of the present question 
cannot be directly deducible from that rule, 
which has been given for ascertaining the 
proprieiy, and marking out the extent of 
mar\ellous fiL-tions ; for that rule assumes, as 
granted, the very points which it would be 
now my object to establish on the more 
solid basis of proof. We must therefore 
look a lilile higher for that principle which 
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leads to the solution of the difficulty before 
us ; and this appears to be immediately sug- 
gested in the end ascribed to all poetical pro- 
ductioTis, with the consideration of which 
these inquiries commenced, and from which 
the rule alluded to is immediately deducibte. 
However the rule is not without its use in 
determining the question before us, as will be 
made apparent in the course of discussing the 
point, which may be briefly stated as follows. 
The end which every poet, and more 
particularly those of the epick class, pur- 
poses in his compositions, is that of pro- 
curing his readers the gi'eatest degree, and 
highest kind of gratification «hich is suit- 
able to the nature, and attainable in the 
execution of that work which he under- 
takes to detail. An appeal lies to the feel- 
ings of readers of every description, a« 
evincing that marvellous imagery has some 
strong claims lo be tliought capable of con- 
tributing to this end. But mure than this, 
if the emotions of taste which, in promoting 
this end, it is capable of exciting are not only 
of a higher degree and more exalted kind 
than any thing whicli may be attained in the-i 
epopee without its assistance ; but if there is' I 
nothing in the nature of tiiese emotions cal- 
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culated to render it iDcompatible with com- 
positioDS of this kind, we may from these 
two points fairly conclude that it is neces- 
sary to the. art, in being necessary to the 
end purposed in its composition ; for with- 
out its aid the epick poetry must fall several 
degrees short of that perfection to be at- 
tained by its adoption. 

That, in the first place, marvellous im- 
agery is productive of a very great degree and 
high kind of gratification seems not to be 
disputed by those who object to its introduc- 
tion in the epopee, on account only of its 
offering too great a violence to nature and 
probability. By readers of a less philoso- 
phical turn, this assumption will be admitted 
on the unquestionable evidence of personal 
experience. Nor can it be reasonably de- 
nied by those who consider it, without any 
view to the purer epos, as it occurs in sacred 
poetry, or even in the epick romance. But 
that it is capable of exciting emotions of 
a more sublime kind than what are at- 
tainable by the merely natural imagery of the 
poem, must be evident from the celestial 
nature and illimitable powers of ihose be- 
ings which it has a means of introducing 
into its action. Before intelligences of this 



kind, all human agents and operations must 
shrink away when brought into a compari- 
son ; they are such as can scarcely be con- 
templated, even in description, without sen- 
timents of such awe, if not of such terronr, 
as render them sublime to the most irresist- 
able degree. 

That, in the second place, tliere is no- 
thing in the nature either of marvellous im- 
agery, or of epical composition, wbicb can 
render the one unsuitable to the other, is 
surely as admissible. An observance of 
matter of fact has never been expected in 
the former; such a qualification, if it were 
compatible with poetical imitation, would 
not be counterbalanced by its inconvenience 
to poetical embellishnient. Of reality the 
poet is required to take no firmer hold than 
what he grasps in verisimilitude. But if he 
attends to the rule given for the conduct of 
the marvellous narrations of poelrj, he may 
furnish himself with machinery which pos- 
sesses llie strictest verisimilitude. For among 
those ctieslial agents which he may employ 
in forwarding the action, and heightening 
the dignity of his poem, if he follows that 
rdigious ritual which is admllled by tlie 
creed of his readers, and is natural lo the 
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characters in his composition he cannot in- 
troduce any beings whose existence and ope- 
rations will not have the greatest probability: 
to admit their verisimilitude, is consequently 
on the part of liis readers a matter of faith, 
not merely a matter of opinion. And this 
being etsablishcd, the hypothesis may con- 
sequently be assumed as proved, that ma- 
chinery, from being calculated to excite 
pleasure without being repugnant to poetical 
verisimilitude, is necessary to the production 
of that end which is purposed in epical com- 
position. 

The adoption of machinery in the epos 
appearing thus founded on reason, and being 
justified by the practice of those poets who 
have carried the art nearest to ideal perfec- 
tion, two points in the use of it require a par- 
ticular investigation, as marking out the ex- 
tent of poetical licence. 

1. How far the poet is restricted in the 
choice of particular agency to embellish and 
dignify his subject? 

2. Under what restrictions may he be 
laid as to the time of employing its interven- 
tion in the epical action ? 

On these points we seem to require some 
fixed standard, as a contrariety of practice, 
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into which an ill -directed imitation of 
the anlients has led some modern poets, 
has left it somewhat doubtful, in the 
plain track which originally lay unper- 
plexed before them, how they ought to 
act, and how far they are licenced in pro- 
ceeding. 

1. With respect to the choice of particu- 
lar agents to construct the machinery of an 
epick poem, the autbour of such a produc- 
tion appears necessitated to adopt those ia 
favour of whose existence his rehgious creed 
gives an explicit evidence ; and of whose na- 
ture and operations his religious ritual gives 
an express account. For the object of ma- 
chinery being that of augmenting the dig- 
nity and importance of the subject to the 
highest altaiimble degree which is found con- 
sistent with verisimilitude, those intelligences, 
from the sacredness of their character, and 
unquestionableness of their existence, must 
unite the greatest possible truth with the 
most awful majesty. And consequently the 
subject in which, to their exclusion, beings are 
introduced of a subordinate nature, must be 
at least one degree remote from abstract 
perfection, and would be capable of still 
farther amplification by admitting those of 
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a more exalted rank and certain e&istence to 
take a part in its action. 

Under this principle a positive exception 
is entered against conducting the machinery 
of an epick poem by means of Pagan divini- 
ties, or allegorical personages : though the 
former is recommended by the opinion of 
an eminent French critick," and the latter 
by the practice of a no less eminent poet of 
the same nation. In thus opposing the au- 
thority of the Abbe Du Bos, and the practice 
of M. de Voltaire, I shall fortify my opinion 
of the practice in question being earned be- 
yond the limits of poetical licence, by the 
authority of Tasso, who was as superiour a 
critick to the one, as he was decidedly a finer 
poet than the other. Having deduced the 
requisiteness of machinery in the epopee, from 
the necessity of giving to such compositions 
all the delight which the marvellous is found 
to excite, against the propriety of employing 
heathen machinery to this purpose he de- 
duces the following conclusion, which I look 
upon to be of itself unanswerable: — Non po- 
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tendo quesli rairacoli essere opperati da virlii 
naturale, k necessario che alia virtii sopran- 
naturale ci rivolgiarao, h rivolgandoci alle 
deitA de' Gentili, subito cessa il verisimile, 
perchfe non pu6 esser verisimile agli uomini 
nostri quellQ, che k da lor teniito non solo 
falso mk irapossibile-' 

It is scarcely necessary to demonstrate any 
farther the impropriety of Pagan machinery 
in a formal selection of passages to prove it 
as devoid of grace in the execution, as it is 
incompatible with art in theory. The striking 
deformities of such a system will be more 
clearly evinced by a general exempli6cation 
from the " Lusiad" of Camoens ; in the con- 
duct of which poem so gross a violation of 
the principles of composition is betrayed, 
that it has become very problematical, in the 
opinion of many criticks, whether it ought 
not to be wholly expunged from the list of 
epical productions. 

The first book of this poem opens with 
a council of the Pagan deities," where Jupi- 
ter foretels the event of the, expedition un- 
dertaken by Vasco de Gama; the success of 
which appears to have an enemy in Bacchus, 
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and an advocate in Venus. In pursuance of 
the sentiments thus declared, the former deity 
raises every obstacle in his power to the suc- 
cess of the Lusians : on iheir arrival at 
Mozambique he excites the regent against 
them, and prevails on him to concert plots 
and form ambushes for their destruction:' 
with the assistance of Neptune, and the 
deities of the sea, he raises a tempest to 
destroy their fleet, after their departure 
from Melinda : * frustrated in his attempts in 
this quarter he exerts all his powers to excite 
opposition among the inliabitants of Calicut,' 
and with the aid of the infernal daemons in- 
flames the Moors with haired to the adven- 
turers. On the other hand Venus is equally 
active in thwarting his projects : she prevails 
on the nymphs of the sea to assist her in pre- 
serving her favourites from the snares that 
encompassed them at Mombaze:*' she in- 
tercedes with Jupiter in their behalf, who 
permits Mercury to appear in a dream to 
Gama, to warn him of the intended treachery, 
and point out a friendly harbour:' wilh the 
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aid of her nymphs she stills the tempest which 
had been raised by Bacchus on their voyage 
from Melinda," brings Vasco through all his 
difficulties at Calicut,'' and finally conducts 
him in triumph to her own retreat in the 
Island of Love/ The goddess of the sea 
here meets Gama, and commits the dominion 
of her empire to him:'' the achievements and 
settlement of the Portuguese in the east are 
foretold at one of her feasts,' and the poem 
closes with her leading him to the summit of 
a mountain, explaining the system of the 
universe, and describing the several divisions- 
of the globe/ 

So far the machinery of the poem, though 
improper from its incongruity with the reli- 
gion of the adventurers, is consistent in it- 
self. But in addition to the fundamental 
errour of choosing a system of preternatural 
agency thus exceptionable, the poet has 
fallen into a still greater impropriety, in 
confounding this system with that which was 
inculcated by the creed of his heroes. One 
of the great objects of the voyage thus fa- 
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voured by Jupiter, and furthered by the 
assistance of Venus, is represented to be the 
propagation of the Gospel.^ Gama, and his 
followers, are true and pious Christians : at 
the commencement of the voyage they are 
described as addressing their prayers to the 
Almighty-, iuiploring his assistance in their 
undertaking, and joining in the rites and 
ceremonies of the Christian worship.'' Amid 
their distress in the dreadful tempest off Me- 
linda, Gama again addresses the Supreme 
Being, seeking his aid who led his chosen 
race in safety through the Red Sea, and pre- 
served his servant Paul from shipwreck,' 
It is to be observed, that in answer to these 
supplicalions Venus almost immediately ap- 
pears." Even the personages of the heathen 
agency are at times made to refer to the 
characters and customs of both the Christian 
and Mahometan worship. Jupiter and Bac- 
chus often mention the Mahometans, iheir 
prophet, and their Koran : ' and Thetis the 
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goddess of the sea, in describing the country 
of the east to Gama, introduces the adven- 



And agaia. 

Do MouKo alii verao, que a Iue extrema 
Do fklso Mafakedb ao ceo blasphema. 



There iball the Moors, blasphemiog, sink in deatb. 
And curse iheir prophet with their parting breath. 

MiCKXE. 

We even fiod Bacchus assuming ihe appearsDce of a Christii 
priest, iQ order to deceive the Lasiaos. 

Mas ^quelle que scropre, &c. 

Esiava em hama casa da Cidade 

Com rosto faumaDO, e habito Gngido, 

MoQstrando-se Cbristiao, e fabrieava 

Hum altar sumptuoso que ailorava. 

Alii linba em retrato affigurada 

Do alto e Sancto Espitlto a pentura : 

A Candida Pombinba debuxada 

Sobre a uoica Fbenix Virgem pura. 

A companhia santa est^ pintada 

Das doze, tao torvados na tigura, 

Como OS que, eo das linguas que cahiram 

De fogo, varias linguas referiram. 

Cent. 11. est 10 & 11. 

Sut he, whose, ice. 

Now in the town his guileful rage employed, 

A Christian priett he seemed ; a sumptuous shrine 

He rear'd, and tended with the rites divine; 

O'er the fair altar waved the cross on high 

Upheld by angels leaning from the shy. 

Descending o'er the virgin's sacred head 

So white, so pure, the Holy Spirit spread 
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tures and death of St. Thomas, in his mission 
among its natives. *" She particularizes the 
preaching of the Gospel, and the fixing of 
the cross in India." 

It is not to be supposed that faults so 
conspicuous should have escaped condemna* 
tion. They have in fact experienced all the 
severity of criticism, and seem, until lately, 
when they found an advocate in the inge- 
nious and elegant Mr. Mickle, to have 
sunk under the weight of universal censure. 
As the popularity of this apologist has thrown 
a temporary veil over these irregularities, and 
as the inquiry may lead to an elucidation of 
the general maxims laid down on this sub* 
ject, it may not be considered remote from 
our purpose to examine his defence : though 
I think he has exhibited less judgment in the 
grounds he has chosen to extenuate his au? 
thour's errours, than he has displayed taste 
in bringing to light his various beauties. 

The substance of his defence of Camoens' 



The dove-like pictured wings so pure^ so white^ 
And hoveriog o'er the chosen twelve, alight 
The tongues of hallowed fire. 

MlCKLI. 

" Cant. X. est. 108. & 5-1 19. 

n See Cant. X. est. II9. &e8t. 140. 



pagan machinery may be reduced to the 
three following heads : — That it is allegori- 
cal; that the introduction of pagan deities 
has been general ; and that some of the su- 
pernatural characters in " The Lusiad" were 
believed to exist by the popular credulity 
of the sixteenth century. 

In his endeavours to maintain the first 
point, and prove the allegorical significance 
of the several characters in the machinery, 
the apologist seems to have laboured with 
little effect. The latent meaning into which 
he wishes to explain away some of these 
agents, even were it admitted, would not 
subslanstiate his assertion of their being alle- 
gorical. Thus, when he describes the Jupiter 
of " The Lusiads," as " The Lord of Fate ;" 
when he makes Bacchus " the evil daemon 
or genius of Mohammedism, who was wor- 
shipped in the east," and Mercury " the 
messenger of heaven," he still retains to 
these beings a personal existence, and con- 
verts their nature merely by endowing them 
with characters and attributes equally as 
substantial as those for which he has ex- 
changed tliem. Those fictions only can be 
called aHcgorical which comprehend under 
their open and typified meaning, things essen- 
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tially different in their nature ; as for instance, 
when they represent abstract ideas by actual 
agents. Thus the actions of Talus, in the 
'* Fairy Queen," are figurative of the general 
idea of Justice; in like manner tlie depar- 
ture of the people of Israel from Egypt, the 
subsequent protection granted tliera by the 
Deity, and his final desertion of them, is 
shadowed under the image of a vine, and the 
description forms a perfect allegory. But 
this is not the case where one deity is sub- 
stituted for anotlier. Allegory, as far at least 
as it is employed in poetical purposes, only 
aims at giving an apparent existence to what 
possesses no existence in reality ; but docs 
not extend to the implied representation of 
one being by another, whose existence is on 
the same footing, in respect to its certainty. 
In this view, therefore, the censure that has 
fallen on these supernatural agents in " The 
Lusiads" has not been removed by the ex- 
planation of the apologist: were his attempt 
established, he would only do away the im- 
putation of the poet's having introduced 
such agents as were contradictory to the 
opinions of his age, by converting them into 
existences equally actual, and equally unac- 
credited by the same belief. 
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But were we even not to insist on this 
point, we still could not acquiesce in his 
having established a continued allegory. Be- 
yond one or two instances there is not a sha- 
dow of resemblance between the characters 
as described by the poet, and those quali- 
ties which they are asserted by the apologist 
to represent : and even in these instances th« 
resemblance strikes only at a distance, and 
on a general view, but fades on a close in- 
spection. We might be brought to admit 
the general resemblance between the charac- 
ter of Venus and the quaHty of heavenly 
love. But how can we reconcile with such 
a quality the minute details of her person 
and actions, or the employments of herself 
and her nymphs, which are directly contra- 
dictory to the character of celestial love, and 
which are so accurately distinguished by the 
poet. These circumstantial descriptions are 
not only repugnant to this general character," 
but, by their exact coincidence with the pa- 



I 



° As for instance, when the birlh of Venas U particularized 
as proceeding from the ocean. Sec Cant. 11, cat. 19, and 
Cant. IX. est. . The entire episode in this last mentioned 
Canto, which describes her meeting with Cupid, is utterly re- 
pugnant to the supposition of her representing such a ch»?J 



321 

gan representations of the same personage, 
would still continue, though allowed their 
figurative meaning, to create a discordant 
mixture of religious belief. For as they prove 
the identity of the Venus of the Portuguese 
poet with the Venus of The Iliad and ^neid, 
they would also reduce to the same identity 
their allegorical signification. The Venus of 
both ages would in this manner be brought 
to represent heavenly love : and thus the 
celestial interference believed by pagan igno- 
rance would be confounded with the super- 
intending Providence inculcated by divine 
truth. 

But this attempt of the apologist to re- 
duce the actual agency of the superiour 
beings in " The Lusiads" to the unsubstan- 
tial ministration of abstract idea, is open to 
a still stronger objection. Should he have 
established his object, he would only have re- 
moved one blemish from his authour's per- 
formance, by substituting in its place ano- 
ther equally liable to censure. For if there is 
allowed any conclusiveness in the principles 
that have been shewn to regulate the intro- 
duction of marvellous imagery into poetry, 
ailegoricaj and pagan intervention He under 
the same interdict from entering into its 
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composition, as being equally unaccredited 
by existing opinion, and of conrse equally 
subversive of verisimilitude. We are indeed 
less inclined to acquiesce in such conclusions 
when we find the same sweeping principle, 
that would reduce the deities of Camoens 
to allegorical immateriality, might be ap-_ 
pJied to level the consistent system of H(h 
mer's machinery to the same degraded rank. 
In entering my protest against such an hu- 
miliation of this divine poet's imagery, I do 
not mean to insist on the external evidence 
that leads me to imagine he had an equal 
belief in the existence of those beings whose 
worship he professed, though perhaps he had 
not an equal reverence for them, as Milton 
or any succeeding poet had for that system 
of theology which he transferred from his 
creed to his poetical delineations. I confine 
myself merely to the consideration of the ge- 
neral principles which regulate epick poetry, 
and which, I think, explicitly decide against 
the employment of allegorical machinery in 
such composition, as tending to destroy at 
once its leading and characteristick qualities, 
its verisimihtude, its dignity, and its interest. 
For we have already seen that truth is neces- 
sary to secure the importance of an epick 1 
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subject; but the ascribing an evident and 
important effect to the agency of an ineffi- 
cient cause must violate all appearance 
of truth. The perfection of the epopee 
equally consists in the elevation of its cha- 
racters, and the dignity of its descriptions: 
but the establishment of a continued allegory 
degrades both into insignificance : under 
such a process, all the awful majesty that 
surrounds Omnipotence, all the striking gran- 
deur that attends the display of its power, 
evaporates into " aery nothing." We are 
presented but with the unsubstantial rack of 
the object which excited our terrour or our 
admiration, while our awe subsides as the 
ministering spirit vanishes which " rode in 
and directed the storm." Nor is the interest 
which we fee! for many of the higher cha- 
racters in the poem, and which forms no 
insignificant, although not a principal, share 
of our gratification in its perusal, less over- 
thrown by such a supposition. We can 
sympathise but litde in the watchful anxiety 
of Minerva for her favourites, in the mater- 
nal solicitude of Venus, or in the solitary ■ 
fidelity of Abdiel, wheh we consider such 
beings as nonentities, and equally incapable 
pf feeling and of sufferance. 
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It is trae that allegory, as has been shewn, 
holds a distinguished place in the romantick 
poem, and adds much to the propriety and 
effect of its composition. But it is the pe- 
culiar nature of this species of poetry, that 
justifies its introduction. The romance re- 
quires no strict foundation in truth, and 
therefore allegory does not violate its prin- 
ciples : its economy is chiefly episodical, and 
consequently there are many componentparts 
of its structure where allegory may be admit- 
ted without interfering with its general and 
important action : and its chief object being 
to excite the emotions of surprise and admi- 
ration, it finds in allegory a powerful assistant 
in producing this effect, from the novelty 
and variety which is thus added to its inci- 
dents, and the intrigue and interchange thus 
created in ils plot. From the difference thus 
displayed between the appropriate charac- 
ters of the romantick and poetical epos arises 
the different propriety that attends allegori- 
cal intervention in either: from the nature 
of the former it becomes an essential appen- 
dage to its composition, while it is rejected, J 
unless introduced in a very subordinate rank, J 
by the principles of the latter. 

In the proofs of that assertion which con- ] 
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stitutes the second point of his defence the 
critick appears equally unsuccessful. It is 
his object here to shew, that the introduc- 
tion of Pagan imagery into modern action 
has been in general use : he particularly 
specifies Milton as following this practice, 
and alludes to some passages in the " Para- 
dise Lost," as confirming his assertion ; and 
he from thence maintains that Camoens had 
an equal liberty of appropriating this species 
of agency. But the use to which Milton and 
Camoens applied the Pagan imagery is essen- 
tially different. Milton, not only has his 
proper machinery conducted by intelligences 
of a totally different order, but never intro- 
duces these deities, as agents, in his poem : p 
he merely refers to the account given of 
them by some antecedent poet, and cites 
them only in a comparison or an illustra- 
tion. Thus he likens Eve to 

a Woofi-Nyraph light, 

Oresd or Dryad, or of Delia's train. 



'Tis true that he si 



lup 



e lield 



The Ionian gods, of Javan's i 

Gods; 
D the number of the fallen angeU. But his conduct, as will be 
hewn, was perfcctljr conuistentwilh universal belief See p. 2^S. 
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And to 

Pales, or Pomonaj when she fled, 

VertuiDDUs, or to Ceres ia lier prime. 
Yet virgin of Proserpina from Jove. 

P. L. 

And the garden of Eden, he compares with 

. , That fair field 

Of Eniia, where Proserpine gathering flowers. 
Herself a fairer flow'r, hy gloomy Dis 
Was gather'd, which cost Ceres all that pain 
To seek her thro' the world. 

IV. V. see. 
In these passages there is evidently no at- 
tempt to inlroduce these mythological beings 
as agents: ihey contain allusions merely to 
well-known fables. In fact it is Milton's 
constant custom to qualify the reference to 
such beings, by distinctly specifying their 
feigned origin : thus 

Satan 

Lay floating many a rood, in bulk as huge 
As whom the fables name of monstrous size 
Titanian, or Earth-born, that warr'd on Jove, 
Briareos, orTyphon, 

I. T. 196. 

but Eve 

Undeck'd save with herself, more lovely fair 
Than Wood-nymph, or the fairest goddessy^n'J 
Of three that in mount Ida naked strove. 

V. V. 379. 
However some tradition they dispers'd 
Among; the heathen of their purchase got. 



AoS Jahled how the Serpent, whom they cali'd 
Ophion with Eurynome, the wide 
Encroaching Eve, perhaps, had first the rule 
Of high Olympus, thence by Saturn driv'n. 
And Ops, ere yet Dictaean Jove was born. 

X. V.578. 

nor important less 

Seem'd their petition, than when th' ancient pair 
lafahfes old, less ancient yet than these, 
Deucalion and chaste Pyrrha, to restore 
The race of mankind drown'd, before the shrine 
Of Themis stood devout. 

XI. V. 9- 

Camoens, on the other hand, brings in these 
divinities as actually existing: lie introduces 
them in person performing their several 
offices and functions, and forwarding by 
their agency the wliole action of the poem. 
Of course the conduct of the two poets pos- 
sesses not the shghtcst similarity. Milton 
has beautified his work by an appropriate 
embellishment, while Camoens has deformed 
his poem by an unsuitable appendage. 

lu proceeding to the third division of the 
apologist's defence, (the attempt to prove 
which, by the way, invalidates his former 
arguments) we have to regret that the con- 
duct of his authour did not afford him some 
countenance in what he wishes to establish. 
For this point, if proved, would be the only 



pan of his whole defence which would jus- 
tify his conclusions, or palliate the irregula- 
rities of his authour. If in fact he could 
have established that the existence of the 
supernatural beings, introduced in " The 
Lusiad," was admitted by the popular su- 
perstition of the times of Canioens, the poet's 
jiraclice would be not merely exempt from 
censure, but would be pronounced artist- 
like and judicious in following the true prin- 
ciples of fanciful imagery. But it has not 
been established that his machinery had any 
foundation in the credulity of his age. In- 
deed the apologist does not insist on more 
than one or two instances, as when he de- , 
dares that, " in the age of Camoens," " Bac- 
chus was esteemed a real daemon." He has 
not however given any proof of this asser- 
tion. But should we even admit these cha- 
racters to have been the objects of popular 
belief, what becomes of the numerous train 
of pagan divinities that still remain unac- 
counted for ; the gods, both celestial and in- 
fernal, and the myriads of marine deilies, 
specified and particularized by the poet? 
Were we to allow that the agency of the 
" Lusiad" was founded on the belief of Ca- 
moens' age, we must also believe that the 
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superstitions of his times were exactly con- 
formable to those of the times of Homer, 
for the entire system of mythology in the 
works of both poets bears the strictest ana- 
logy. The machinery of Camoens not only 
embraces the chief part of both the superiour 
and the subordinate deities of " The Iliad," 
but accurately represents them with the same 
natures and characters, the same attributes 
and economies as described by the Grecian 
poet. 

On the whole therefore, when we sum up 
the several parts of Mr. Mickle's apology, we 
are necessitated to pronounce tlie conduct 
of his authour equally exposed to censure, as 
when he undertook its justification. His 
arguments, instead of extenuating the poet's 
errours, have rather the unintentional effect 
of adding to his condemnation : since that 
cause must be pronounced totally hopeless 
which has failed in the hands of so able an 
advocate. 

From the considerations already bestowed 
OQ the intervention of allegorical personages 
in the epopee, we ai-e necessitated to pass a 
]ike censure on the machinery employed by 
M. de Voltaire in his " Henriade:" in the 
conduct of which an improbability is reahzed 



as apparently subversive of all poetical ve- 
risimilitude as that which Tasso, in the pas- 
sage formerly quoted, seems to glance at in 
the " Italia Liberata" of Trissino, and 
that which has been condemned in " The 
Lusiad." The chief personage that diTects 
the supernatural agency of this poem is 
Discord. This ideal and unsubstantial be- 
ing, who seems to act towards the hero of 
this poem with the same sentiments, that 
Juno held towards ^neas, or Bacchus to 
the Lusiads, is described as being actively 
engaged in opposing the success of Henry. 
She consoles and animates his adversaries 
when depressed, and solicits and brings suc- 
cours to their assistance : she raises insur- 
rections among the inhabitants of Paiis, pro- 
cures the assassination of Henry IH, and 
with the aid of Love contrives to separate 
Henry for some time from his army. la 
these attempts, which form the chief inci- 
dents of the superiour agency, she is as- 
sisted by many personages of the same de- 
scription as herself. War, Policy, and Fa- 
naticism are strenuous advocates in her be- 
half; and Love and Truth perform also a 
most active and conspicuous part among the 
characters of the poem. 
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I cannot think that the French criticks, 
at Jeast those of a superiour rank, and many 
such there are among the writers of that na- 
tion, would be found to pass a sentence 
diiFerenl to what is here pronounced on the 
system of machinery, if they were brought 
to deliver any opinion on the present ques- 
tion. This I think is pretty evident with 
respect to the ingenious and sensible M. Mar- 
montel, who stands foremost in the list of 
tlieir best criticks. It is a remarkable cir- 
cumstance in the preface which he prefixed 
to the " Henriade," that all consideration of 
the machinery is there completely over- 
looked. It is then scarcely necessary to ob- 
serve that this could not have happened in 
a paper drawn up for the express purpose of 
recommending the beauties of that poem, 
had the authour found any thing in this part 
of the work to justify his approbation.*' 



^ Trac it is, that aDOther panegyrist of the same worh does not 
«prcss the same cautious silence on this subject. Alt bowesCT ] 
thai he has advanced on the question of allegorical pfnonagcs, 
does not call a single perfection of such machinery into view, 
which could qualify it to stand as an exception to what I now 
labour to eaiablish. In the cause which he espouses, and which 
is rather gratuitously made out by a few false assumptions, ihc 
atithour is merely led to aisign it tlijs less than negative merit : 
" I-e mcrveilleus que I'auleur a eraploje ne peut choquer aacao 
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I do not even think it would be difficult 
to prove that the Abbe Du Bos would have 
ranged himself on the side of the question 
which is here espoused: and even without 
making many great allowances for what we 
may suppose would have been his senti- 
ments if his work had been written subse- 
quently to that of the " Henriade." On the 
impropriety of founding an epick poem on 
a recent story he expresses himself most un- 
equivocally." With equal decisiveness does 
he declare it to be his opinion, that in cere- 
monies and exhibitions, the Christian religion 
is equally fertile in fine imageiy, as the An- 
tient Mythology. Nor ought I lo omit that 
he has given his direct negative to blending 
real and allegorical personages in the same 
composition.' Even when he ceases to have 



lecteur sense. On the subject of the allegories in particDlar he 
thus delivers himself; " Toine 5 les allegories qu'on irouve dansce 
pueme, sont nouvciUs > il y a la politique que habite au ValicaD, 
le temple de rainour, la Traje religion, les vcrtus, la discordc, 
Jes vices, tout est anirac par le pinceau de M, de Voltaire."' 
Without admitting wlih a smile the single quality ascribed to 
these inveniions, that of being, as they arc indeed, perfectly no- 
vel, it may be remarked on the whole of this defence, that such 
^erit deserves just fueh a panegyrist. 



' Avjnt-propos pou 
• Reflfx. Critiq. § 23. 
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in view thie tacit justi6calion of some of his 
own countrymen in their use of heathen ma- 
chinery, he delivers himself in language 
■which may be adduced as confirming the 
principles while it avoids the conclusions of 
'i'asso on this subject. " Que Jes choses que 
vous inventez pour rendre voire sujet plus 
capable de plaire, soient compatibles avec 
ce que est de vrai dans ce sujet. Le poete 
ne doit pas exiger du spectateur une foi 
aveugle, et qui se soumette k tout. Voili 
comme parle Horace:" — Ficta voluptatis 
causS, &c. 

In this silence of both Italian and French 
criticks on the subject of allegorical agents 
in poetry, I do not forget that the question 
has been determined by a crilick of our own 
nation, and established b}'' a mode of proof 
which seems just as unanswerable as that 
adduced from Tasso on the subject of pagan 
machinery, to which we may yield our full 
concurrence, while we differ from the authour 
in the justice of its application. 

" After the operation of immaterial 
says Dr. Johnson, " which cannot 



' Reflex. Critiq. % 24, 



be explained, may be considered those of 
allegorical persons which have no real ex- 
istence. To exalt causes into agents, to in- 
vest abstract ideas with form, and animate 
them with activity, has always been the right 
of poetry. But 6uch airy beings are for the 
most part suffered only to do their natural 
ofl&ce and retire. Thus Fame tells a tale» 
and Victory hovers over a general, or perches 
on a standard ; but Fame and Victory can 
do no more. To give them any real employ- 
ment, or to ascribe to them any materia] 
agency, is to make them allegorical no 
longer, but to shock the mind by ascribiag 
effects to non-entity. In the Prometheus of 
^schylus, we see Violence and Strength, and 
in the Alcestis of Euripides, we see Death, 
brought upon the stage, all as active persoos j 
of the drama ; but no precedent can justify I 
absurdity."" 



n The same writer has given fais opinion of the improprieiy ' 
of both ihese systems of machinery now censured, '* Dr. War- 
ton, who excelled io critical perspicuity, has remarked, ibat 
the prelernatural agents (in the Hape of the Lock) are very 
happily adapted to the purpose* of the poem. The heathen 
deities can no longer gain attention: wc should have turned 
away from a contest between Venus and Diana. The em- , 



But if Milton is thus culpable, how is M. 
de Voltaire to be defended, whose machinery 
stands generally exposed to the same charge 
of being absurd and inconsistent? Could we 
even overlook this great impropriety mani- 
fested in the preternatural imagery employed 
in the " Heuriade;" as a system of epicai 
machinery the allegories of that poem seem 
aot to possess a single perfection, or to have 
a solitary recommendation. Its improbabi- 
lities not only take from the importance of 
the subject, from being at constant variance 
with the truth of the narrative ; but in con- 
ducting it the author appears wholly to have 
forgotten the express object of all preterna- 
tural intervention in the higher poetry ; since 
that dignity which the action of the poem 
might have acquired from being committed 
to the guidance of higher ministering spirits 
has been completely neglected. And from 
this circumstance alone, independent of what 



ploymeat of allegorical persons always excites conTictian of 
jta own absurdity j they may produce e£Fec(Sj but cannot con. 
duct actions : when the phantom is put in motion it dissolves; 
llius Discord raay raise a niatinyj but Discord cannot conduct a 
march, nor besiege a town." 



Johnson's Works. Vol. XI. j). I79. 
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may be collected from observing tbe parti- 
cular style of objection by which he censured 
not only the supernatural agents in " Paradise 
Lost," but those of all poetical compositions, 
we may almost venture to affirm, (how ha- 
zardous soever the assertion may be con- 
sidered) that he was really ignorant of the 
nature and object of epical machinery, no 
inconsiderable part of the art which he pro- 
fessed. And this by the way is a supposi- 
tion that affords some solution of the circum- 
stance of his having originally declared 
himself hostile to its being employed in 
epick poetry, a supposition which is se- 
conded by what he has more than once con- 
fessed, that his nation had little relish for 
such productions. 

The opinion , formerly adduced from 
Tasso, on the impropriety of introducing 
pagan machinery into the epopee, may ap- 
pear to be weakened in its conclusiveness by 
the apparent contradiction given to it by 
his conduct in denominating one of tbe supe- 
riour agents in his poem after the pagan 
mythology. I allude to his introducing 
Pluto as the chief enemy of the Crusaders, 
who causes all their difficuUies, and retards 



their success. This seeming mixture of 
Pagan and Christian imagery has been se- 
verely censured by the French criticks, who 
have ranked it among the chief of those re- 
puted blemishes, by which they would ob- 
scure the merit of this admirable poet : and 
from them it has been echoed by some of 
their followers on this side of the channel, 
who have too implicitly assented to the con- 
demnation without having examined into its 
justice. As the poet's opinion has been em- 
ployed in confirmation of the principles laid 
down on the subject before us, it will be ne- 
cessary to inquire how far it is supported by 
his practice. And a brief insight into the 
nature of the superstitious belief which was 
prevalent in the ages from which he drew, 
and to which he addressed his subject, 
will, I think, sufficiently free him from tlie 
imputation of having acted in opposition 
to his own principles, and bring his con- 
duct within the verge of that rule, which 
I have ventured to propose for the gene- 
ral introduction of supernatural imagery. 

Among the opinions which were most ge- 
nerally admitted by the credulity of the mid- 
dle ages, was the belief of the fallen angels 
being the source of every temptaUon, that 
seduced mankind from their allegiance to 



tbe Deity. They were supposed to be the 
propagators of every species of infidelity, 
whether by setting themselves up as the ob- 
jects of worship, or through their insinua- 
tions and rewards bringing mankind within 
their power, and subjecting them to their 
authority. Conformably to this opinion we 
may observe, that in every account which 
gives us an insight into the popular opinions 
on this subject, all those deities who had at 
any time been made the objects of idolatry, 
were ranked among the number of those 
infernal spirits. The idols of the Jews, and 
all other nations, who fell from their alle- 
giance to the Deity, were represented as no 
other beings than those fallen angels, who 
under various forms had deceived and se- 
duced them from the true worship. And 
among other false gods, the deities of Pagan 
my thology were assigned a conspicuous place. 
Of the belief thus generally extended, Milton 
has taken advantage in his " Paradise Lost," 
where, having summed up the greater num- 
ber of the Hebrew and Gentile idols among 
tbe inhabitants of Pandemonium, he adds 

The Ionian gods, of Javan's issue, held 

Gods, yet confess'd later than heaven and earth. 

Their boasted parents. 



While it was thus generally believed' 
that all these false deities were the evil spi* 
rits, we cannot be surprised that there should 
have arisen much confusion in assigning to 
the latter the respective denominations of th^ 
former. This we may observe to be parti- 
cularly the case with respect to the various 
titles given to the principal of these spirits, 
to whom almost all the chief names of hea- 
then idolatry have been severally assigned. 
But though these various appellations were 
all attributed to the prince of darkness and 
his rebellious followers, they were chiefly de- 
nominated after those beings to whom Pagan 
credulity assigned occupations similar to 
those attributed to the infernal powers by 
superstition. This custom, which originated 
in religious notions inculcated by the sacred 
writers, and became theoce propagated 
through the western and eastern world,* 



' See Parad. Reg, B. ii. v. igo. and Farad. Lost. B. i. v. 391- 
4/6. Nor are examples wanting of the prevalence of (he same 
opinions among the Italian poets : thus Bojardo, 
Siccome alia fucioa in Moogebello 
Fabrica tuoni il Demonio Vulcano. 

Orlaod. Innam. Cant. xvi. it. 21- 
w This assertion is grounded on the express declaration of thp 
taw, the prophets, and ihe gospel. With respect to the orien- 
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seems to have obtained, down to a late 
period, on account of the following circum- 
stance : it was the prevailing opinion, that 
these evil spirits continued to preserve an 
intercourse with such mortals as were versed 



tal deities being considered devils, we faave the tcslimony of 
Moses and the Psalmist ; " But Jeshurun forsook God, which 
made him, and lightly esteemed the Rock of his salvation. Tbey 
sacrificed utiio devils, not to God; lo gods whom they Itnew not, 
to new gods that came newly up." Deut. ch. sx»ii. v, 15. 17. — 
" Insomuch that tbey worshipped their idols, which turned to 
their own decay ; yea tbey ofFered their sons and their daughters 
vnlo dei'ils. And shed innocent blood, even the blood of their 
sons and their daugblers ; whom they offered unto the idoJs of 
Canaan," Ps. cvi. v. 36, 37, 

The same is asserted by St, Paul of tlie Gentile diTinities; 
" But I say, that the things wiiich the Gentiles sacrifice, tbey 
sacrifice to devils, and not to God," I Cor. eh. s. v. 20, HaT- 
ing been hence adopted by tbe Christian fathers, as may be seen 
in all the writers on magick, it is nothing surprising that it be- 
came a prevailing opinion throughout Christendom. 

But it seems to have been no less generally adopted through- 
out the east, and on authority as highly esteemed by the otc- 
tires, as that to which it owes it propagation in Europe. This 
may be at least maintained 011 the authority of ihat marvellous 
ritual, which gave a direction lo the popular opinion in matters of 
superstition. " What," cried ihe mother of Aladdin, '■"wasyour 
lamp then the occasion of that cursed genie's addressing himself 
rather to me than lo you ? — I would rather you would sell it, 
than run tbe hazard of being again frightened to death by touch- 
ing it ; and if you would lake my advice you would part also 
with the ringjOTidnoi have any thing to do with genies,who,as out 
prophet has told vs, are onlj dtvits." Arab, Nifjhl. Eiitert, 
Vol.11, stor. of Aladd. 
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in the piaclice of magick and sorcery.' Over 
these arls tiiey were parlicularly supposed to 
preside: and many of ihe proficients in the 
occult sciences were supposed to have bound 
themselves by a compact lo these evil powers 
to yield themselves up to them after death, 
on condition of being instructed in their su- 
pernatural knowledge, and being rendered 
a temporary obedience. 

It would be foreign from the present 
design to examine minutely into the ori- 
gin of the superstitions which gave rise 
to (his general belief. It is sufficient to 
observe, that these opinions of magical 
power were much, if not chiefly, tinc- 
tured by the antient Pagan notions of en- 
chantment, and by superstitions which from 
the earliest periods were prevalent in the 
east. The former seem to have descended 
from the Romans progressively, and to have 
been naturally blended with the Italian no- 
lions on this subject. The latter appear to 
have been imported from the east as well by 
the settlement of the Moors in the southern 

* Thus Del Rio expresses bimseJf on thi* subject, quoting one 
of the Christian fiilbrrs. " Sic interprcior D. Cletncntis verba 
dc angr^lis peccatoribus ;" " Docueruni" ait '■ hotnlnes quod dre- 
moncj artibus quibusJam otx^tlire mortiilibus id est magicjs invo- 
cationibuB possent." Disquis. Magic, lib. i. cap. 3. p. 4. 



parts of Europrj as by the various expedi- 
tions undertaken by the Crusaders, where 
they also became blended with the Gothick 
superstitions which originally descended from 
thie north of Europe/ In this manner, fromJ 



> To such an alarming degree had thoic notions spread over 
the southern parn of EuropCj and so implicitly were th^ re- 
ceived by the natives, that it became necessary to restrain their 
growth by general councils. The following extract from a cu- 
rious inquirer into thete subjects, gives a faithful picture of the 
state of popular opinion, at this early period in Europe; and 
shews that it consisted of a slrange mixiurc of Pagan, nor- 
tbera and eastern superstitions. " Certainc generall councils, by 
their decrees, have condemned tlie confessions and erroneous 
credulity of witches to be vain, faniastieall and fabulous. 
And even those, which are parcels of their league, whereupon 
our witch-mongers doo so build; to wit, their night-waUcingi 
and meetings uitk Herodias and the Pagan gods, at which time 
they should passe so farre in so little space on cock-horse; their 
transubstantiation, their eating of children, and their pulling of 
them from their mothers' sides ; their entering into men's houses, 
through chinks and little holes, where a flie can scarce wring 
out, and the disquieting of the inhabitaots : alt which ore not 
only said by a generall council to be meere fantaslicall imagina* 
tions in dtearcs, but so aiErmed by the antient writers. The 
words of ihe council are these ; It may not be omitted, thai cer- 
taiue nicked women, following Salkans provocations, being se- 
duced by ihe illusions of devils, believe and profess that lu the 
night-time they ride abroad with Diana, the goddesse of the Pa- 
l^ans, or else with Herodias, with an imrnmerable iKultitude, upon 
certain beasts, and passe over manie countries and nations ; in the 
silence of the night, and do whatever these ladies or fatries com- 
mand." Reg. Scott. Myst. of Witchcr. B. iii. cb. l6. 
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considering that the Pagan and Saracenick 
opinions of enchantment, combined with the 
popular notions of tlie fallen angels presiding 
over these arts, we acquire an easy solutiou 
of the difficulty before us ; and learn the 
cause of the names ascribed to the chief of 
these diemons. Tims the Pagan title of 
Hecate or Proserpine was retained to the 
principal spirit who presided over witchcraft 
and sorcery : and thus the prince of hell was 
in like manner denominated after the Pagan 
mythology. " The husband of this infer- 
nall goddesse," says a popular writer of the 
l6th century, " was Pluto, or Dis, so called 
of the name of Riches: as wee know that 
amongst the Hebrews likewise, the divell for 
tiie same reason is called Mamniona. Hee 
was called also aaV, not that he is ixiStK, that 
is to say, in darknes and invisible; but be- 
oause he was the cause, and authour of the 
death, destruction mid desolation of mankind 
by his temptation. And for this cause he is 
termed oL^rn of the Hebrew word Ed ; and is 
the very Ophoneus, 07' Serpent, the sworne ene- 
mie of God. The ^Egyptians did by another 
name call this prince ofdivels -Serapis,' &c. — 



" p. Le Loier Treat, of Sirang. Sights and Appar. p. 15. 



The easlern denomination of this infernal 
chief was the same, and thus the title became 
more geoeraily adopted. " Supra mortales 
omnes Magicis dediti fuere Persae:— duos 
credidere deos auctores rerum et dominos ; 
alterum bonum Oromagam vcl Oromagdam, 
quern solem ccnsebant, el malum alterum, 
Arimanum she Plutonkm: deinde ab his 
duplicem magicam deduxerunt ; unam qum 
siiperstitiosd iota cultum fahorum deorum tra- 
debat ; alteram quae naturas intimas reruin 
callebat, quam Persis utramque Apuleius 
Hdscribil." 

To these causes we may consequently 
attribute the circumstance of the European 
writers giving the name of Pluto to the in- 
fernal spirit in preference to any other of 
his various appellations. And conformably 
to these received opinions, we find that the 
poets, who draw their subjects from those ages, 
and who had occasion to mention the chief 
of the evil spirits, generally adopted this 
title ; and at the same time assigned him all 
those attributes, which, being given to him 



' Del Bio. Disquis. Magic, lib. i. cap.3. pag. 4. Vid. inpr. 
p. 340. n, %. which contains a remaifc, subjoined by the authour 



o the prcient quotation. 
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by the Pagans, were conformable to iheir 
own superstitions, and not inconsistent with 
their religious belief. Thus Dante has given 
him the name of Pluto. 

VeniiDino al panto^ dove si digrada: 
Qaivi trovammo Pluto ilgrannemico. 

Infern. Cant. vi. 

And immediately afterwards, in the following 

canto, he joins the names of Pluto and Satan 
together : 

Pape Satan, pape Satan alleppe^ 
Coiiiinci5 Pluto^ con la voce chioccia: 

lb. Cant. vii. 

Under the same name he is mentioned by 
Forteguerri : 

ecco d'improviso che si rompe 

La terra^ ed esce fuora un fumo nero 
Misto a gran fiamma^ che Taere corrompe. 
Indi Pluton, che men dell' uso h altero 
Senza Tusate sue deformi pompe. 
Quasi lieto s'accosta al Cavaliero 
£ gli dice : Signor^ grazie infinite 
Ti da deir opra il Regnator di Dite. 

Kicciardet. Cant. xi. st. 19- 

Chaucer has in like manner thus designated 
the chief daemon. He calls him 

Pluto, that is the King of Faerie. 
And many a ladie in his company 
Folwing his wif, the Queue Proserpina. 

Merch. Tale. lOlOJ. 
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Spenser also has adopled the Gothick no- 
tions, thus mixed with the Pagan and Sara- 
cenick ideas, when he mentions the sove- 
reign of the infernal regions. 

By that same way the direful! dauiea doe drive 
Their inournfull charett, fild with rusty blood. 
And down to Plotoe's house are come alive. 

F. Q. I. V. 32. 

At length they came into a larger space. 
That stretchi itself into aD ample playiiej 
Through which a beaten broad high way did trace. 
That straight did lead lo Pli! toe's griesly rayne. 
F.Q. 11. vi. 21. 

And he paTLicularl_y alludes to Pluto and 
Proserpine, when lie enters into the descrip- 
tion of Archemago's magical rites : 

Then choosing out few words moat horrible, 
(Let none them read) thereof did verses frame. 
With which, and other spells like terrible. 
He bad awake black Pluto's griesly dame. 

F. Q. I. i. 37. 

Milton also has assigned the infernal regions 
an epithet from this Pagan denomination ; 

and from the door 

Of that Plutonian hall, invisible 
Ascended his high throne. 

P. L. X. 443. 

When we examine the conduct of Tasso, 
which has incurred so much censure, we shall 
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find that he has only accommodated him- 
self to these opinions of his times, and thus 
constracted his niachinery according 10 the 
principles of that branch of the epick sub- 
ject. The character and conduct of Pluto, 
by which title he designates the prince of 
the fallen angels, corresponds most accurately 
with the notions formed of the enemy of 
man. He introduces him as 

II gran nemico de I'umane genti. 

Ger. Cant. iv. st. 1. 

And makes him mention, in his speech to the 
infernal powers, his rebellion against the 
Deity, and his subsequent fall from heaven. 

Tartarei numi^ di seder pi A degni 
iA sovra il sole ond' ^ '1 origin vostra^ 
Che meco gi^ da i piii felici regni 
Spinse il gr^n caso in questa orribil chiostra: 
Gli antichi altrui sospetti e i fieri sdegni 
Noli son iroppo, e Talta impresa nostra. 
Or colui regge a suo voler le stelle^ 
E noi siam giudicate alme rubelle. 

lb. Cant. iy. st. Q. 

And again, 

Ah non sia ver ; che non sono anco estiiiti 
Gli spirti in noi di quel valor primiero, 
Quando di ferro, e d'alte fiamme cinti 
Pcignammo gi^ contr^ il celeste l9)pero : 
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Fummo (io nu'l nego) in quel conHiUO vititi : 
Pur non iiiimc& virtute al gran |)ensiei'o: 
Ebbero i pii felici allor villuria, 
Rimase a noi d'invitto arHIr la glolia. 

ib. Cant, iv- st. 15. 

1% requires no f'arlher illustration to cviuce 
the identity of the personage thus described 
with the comnn n enemy of man. The 
striking similarity that exists between the 
character of Pluto, as he is depicted in this 
canto, and that of Milton's SiUan, will at 
once shew that the infernal leader mentioned 
by both poets was in every respect the same; 
though differently designated, in conformity 
to the different belief of the human agents in 
their respective poems. Nor can it, I think, 
admit of any doubt, that the Italian poet 
possessed a licence of assigning, from among 
the number of titles given this being, what- 
ever denomination was most suitable to his 
purposes : and not only that he had a liberty 
of choice, but that he adopted the best line 
of conduct in selecting that name which was 
his most common and most received appel- 
lation. We might go still farther, and, fol- 
lowing the opinion of a late eminent critick, 
insist on the propriety of a poet's adopting 
whatever classical imagery lies within his 
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power; which, when not inconsistent with 
existing opinions, will ever excite and retain 
a lasting admiration. But it is sufficient for 
our purpose to have remarked the conformity 
of Tasso's machinery to the popular opi- 
nions of his characters, as well as to the re- 
ceived belief of his readers : a practice which, 
having been pursued by his great predeces- 
sors, Homer and Virgil, and not being re- 
jected l>y our no less eminent countryman, 
may be set down as the most compre- 
hensive principle of machinery, that gives 
verisimilitude to its intervention and pro- 
priety to iis imagery. 

We should here, however, return back a 
little, to draw a line of distinction between 
the conduct of 'I'asso, now attempted to be 
justified, and tlmt of Trissino and Canioens, 
which has been lately condemned. For it 
may be objected, that if the Pagan divini- 
ties had been assigned a place among the 
gothick superstitions, under the idea of their 
being fallen angels, the latter poets should 
have been allowed the privilege of introduc- 
ing them into their compositions. To this it 
may be answered, that if they had merely 
adhered to the opinions thus inculcated, tliey 
certainly might have claimed such a liberty: 



and had they carried it to no greater extent 
than Tasso has done, they would not have 
been censured. But their conduct has widely 
differed from his : they have adopted the 
heathen mythology in its most perfect form, 
with the qualities and characters which it I 
possessed in the times of pure Paganism ; 
while Tasso introduced such of their super- | 
stitions only as were consistent with the ( 
gothick ficLions, and those modified by 
subsequent doctrines, and blended witli pos- 
teriour opinions.^ Of course ihe whole 
weight of the censure which he has pro- j 
nounced on the injudicious conduct of these ( 
poets falls upon them with its full force, 
while he himself has kept clear of the I 
stroke. 

If we were to prosecute our research 
somewhat farther into the opinions which 

'■ We must here aJd a further observation, ihat thn Pagan 
divinities, as inlroducpd by lasso, and those writers, whose au- 
thority we have quoted in his defence, were such only as could be 
represented to sap[iort the character and conduct the actiooi 
attributed to the fallen angels. This can never be suppmed 
to be the case with respect to the Jupiter of Camoens, nbo 
being delineated by the poet with all the power and beneficence 
attached to Providence by his religious belief, can never be re- 
duced to the rank of those subordinate and matignant tpirils un- i 
.der which description alooe the Pagan deilies were believed^ orl 
can be allowed, to be classed. 
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have been just unfolded, we should per- 
haps be able to account for another part of 
the same poet's conduct, which has met with 
treatment equally hai-sh as that from which 
he has been now defended. The prevalence 
of the belief that the infernal spirits were 
active in tlieir enmity towards man, but 
particularly towards the Christians ; and also 
of the opinion that tlie chief means by which 
they accomplished their designs was by their 
presiding over magick, and employing en- 
chanters to execute tlieir hostile intentions, 
will reconcile to propriety the great por- 
tion of this species of imagery that runs 
through the body of his poem. Having 
selected as the agents of his supcriour in-, 
tervention those beings whose existence was 
alone consistent with the belief of his cha- 
racters, and of his readers, he could as- 
sign to ihem that species of imagery only, 
which was conformable to the same belief. 
Thus it became incumbent on him to regu- 
late the action of his fable by means of ma- 
gical intervention, which the superstition of 
his age believed to be the chief, if not only 
bond of connection between human opera- 
tion and supernatural interference. And 



thu3 that great portion of imagery which has 
been censured as foreign to his subject ap- 
pears most essentially connected with it: 
it is found to be, not an extraneous and 
merely ornamental appendage to the poem, 
but the main spring and necessary power 
which forwards or retards its action. 

In this light we may observe that the poet 
has represented the two great supernatural 
events which operate to the disadvantage of 
the Christians, as being instigated by the 
infernal chief, and conducted under his au- 
spices. It is he who inspires the enchanter 
Hidroates uith those counsels which seduced 
the Christian leader by the snares of Armi- 
da/ And the magician Isinen, acting imme- 
diately under his influence, creates the en- 
chantment of the forest, which forms the 
other leading point in the macliinery of the 
poem, by the assistance and ministry of the 
infernal spirits. The less important inci- 
dents also, that counteract the success of the 
Christians, proceed from the same source: 
and thus this portion of the superiour agency 
becomes connected into' one continued sys- 



I 
I 




lem of hostility', conducted by the same ini- 
mical spirits, and directed by the same 
infernal inspiration. 

But if it be asserted, that the poet has 
any where carried the imagery of his fictions 
beyond the bounds of necessity ; if his de- 
scriplions have at times luxuriated into 
romantick exuberance beyond what the 
mere agency of his superiour interference 
required, the following apology may be of- 
fered for his conduct. 

We have seen, in the course of this in- 
ijuiry, that the several species of composition 
into which the divisions of poetry have 
branched out, are each distinguished by a 
separate and appropriate character. The 
drama, the romance, and the epopee, seve-^ 
rally address themselves to our imagination 
through a channel peculiar to themselves. 
But though the immediate eftects that each 
tends to awaken are respectively distinct, 
they are not incompatible with each other ; 
and as their general object is to excite the 
common end of pleasure, a judicious adop-^ 
tion of each, but in a subordinate rank to 
the particular character of the composition 
into which they are introduced, will be found 
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to give variety to its imagery, and interest 
to its a€lion. Ttius the epical character of 
dignity is often, and with great success, ad- 
mitted into dramatick and romantick pro- 
ductions : pity and teiTour are found to 
increase the interest of the epick romance; 
and surprise and admiration to heighten the 
effect of the drama. But in the poetical 
epos such an union is chiefly to be sought 
after. As the most finished work of human 
invention, it should embrace every possible 
mode of contributing to our gratification, 
whether by pursuing those means of delight 
more appropriate to ilself, or by adopting 
those whicli are more appendant to relative 
species of poetry. While in its most predo- 
minent feature it aims at captivating our 
taste, it ought not to neglect those striking 
effects which will at times call our more per- 
turbed emotions into action, or omit those 
engaging touches that occasionally awaken 
our sympathies. With this restriction how-i 
ever, that all such adscititious attributes be 
kept subordinate to its proper character: 
tli/atits dignified nature be never inlerruptedv 
but merely diversified by their introduction; 
and that it preserve unimpaired its appro- 
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priate elevation, though at times softened 
by the pathetick, or inspirited by the sur- 
prising. 

The practice of the best epick writers, 
which gives the highest authority to al! cri- 
tical principles, affords an uniform support 
to this opinion. As instances of a mixture 
of pathos with epical composition, many 
descriptions might be deduced from Homer 
and Virgil, beside those narratives, so often 
alluded to, of the lamentations for Patroclus 
and Hector, or the misfortunes of Dido and 
Evander. In referiiog to the authority of 
the former poet, for an introduction of ro- 
mantick imagery, which is now more imme- 
diately the object of research, we may ad- 
duce the magick bowl of Circe, the allure- 
ments of the Syrens, and the dangers of 
Scylla and Charybdis. And Virgil, in his 
accounts of the bleeding myrtle, of the Har- 
pies, and of the metamorphosis of the Tro- 
jan ships into sea-nymphs, has paralleled the 
most romantick fictions of the Itahan poet. 

And here, by the way, we may offer a 
defence of the allegory of Sin and Death in 
" Paradise Lost," the introduction of which, 
I am venturous enough to hazard my opi- 
nion, is fully justified on the principles now 



displayed. This episode, which is purely of ^ 
the romantick kind, both by its nature as an 
allegory, and by the process of ils conduct, 
seems to me perfectly reconcileable to the 
principles of epick poetry, as embracing at 
times a mixture of tliat imagery which ex- 
cites surprise and admiration. In thus ex- ] 
pressing my sentiments in favour of its au- 
thour, I do not forget the high judgment from 
which has proceeded so opposite a decision.' ' 
Yet, though I feci cautious in differing from ' 
such high authority, I must confess 1 think 
my dissent sufficiently supported by the 
practice of those eminent masters of the aft | 
who have been shewn to have adopted a | 
conduct siTuilar to that of Milton. And fur- ] 
ther I must express my opinion, that the | 
critick's censure, though perfectly just in its < 
fundamental principles, appears lo fail in its I 
application to this episode. We must con- 
sider Satan's adventure with Sin and Death | 
as but an appendage to the action of the' 
poem, and no part of the means by which 
its progress is advanced. Of course the poet 
cannot he said to have " ascribed effecis to 
nonentity," such effects at least as the critick's | 



' See page 234. 
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reasoning is intended to proscribe, when 
these unsubstantial beings produce none 
which are'of consequence to his fable. They 
are merely the agents of an episode, and of 
an episode which is peculiarly calculated to 
produce the effects appropriate to marvellous 
poetry. As such the whole allegory appears 
to me not only consistent with the princi- 
ples of the epopee, but to form one of the 
brightest ornaments of that truly splendid 
poem. 

From the establishmeut of the points ex- 
amined above on the insufficiency of Pagan 
divinities, and allegorical machinery to form 
the higher agency of poetry, it follows that 
the epick muse receives a further limitation 
in Poetical Licence. On comparing what 
was formerly advanced on the necessity of 
employing machinery in such compositions, 
witli what is now declared on the unsuitable- 
ness of heathen mythology, and allegorical 
personages for such a purpose, it appears, 
that there can be no subject suited to epick 
poetry within the whole compass of profane 
history. And this is a matter of no small 
regret, since it abounds to an unexampled 
degree in those great characters and splendid 
exploits which are so much adapted to the 
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heroick poem ; and since it is so fortunately 
situated with respect to time, being placed in 
a situation that possesses the finest effects of 
light and shade, neither lost in the obscurity 
of a remote aera, nor protruded into the lu- 
minousness of recent period. But with all 
these advantages it becomes as unsuitable a 
model for the artist's imitation as the face 
which is deprived of a feature, or the form 
which is mutilated of a limb. Nor can we, 
as in the comparison, by any means infer that 
the defects of accident or nature may be 
supplied by the poet, as well as by the pain- 
ter. To remedy this defect, and give to a 
mythological subject machinery suitable to 
our religious or superstitious notions, must 
be improper: since between the agents of 
the poem, and so great a portion of the im- 
agery, there could be found no point of 
contact to combine their action, so that the 
movements of the one should be regulated 
by the impulse of the other. This seems to 
have been observed by the ingenious au- 
thour of " Leonidas," who, finding that the 
machinery naturally attached to his subject 
was unsuitable to the nature of his work, 
judiciously resolved on its total suppres-. 



II, The second point concerning epical 
machinery which has been proposed for dis- 
cussion, affords the following question to be 
solved ; at what periods of the epical action 
is the poet justified in calling in the aid of 
celestial interference? This point may be at 
once determined on considering the nature 
and object of poetical niaciiinery as it was 
formerly explained. For as its express ob- 
ject is to impart the greatest possible dignity 
to the action which is narrated; in order to 
diffuse this quality through the extent of the 
subject, every incident which gives a new 
turn to the action, which lends either to has- 
ten or retard its advancement, should be un- 
dertaken at the instigation of some superiour 
intelligence, if not conducted by its interpo- 
sition and assistance. 

The justness of this principle is com- 
pletely established by the uniform practice of 
Homer; and this unifoniiity of practice fully 
justifies the supposilion of this inimitable 
artist's having regarded the machinery of the 
epopee in the light in which It is now placed. 
And Plutarch has consequently remarked of 
him that he perfects nothing without the effi- 
cience of his divinities. The great bond of 
connection which gives an unity and con- 
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sistency of action to the machinery in the 
Iliad is the Will of Jupiter. Every material 
event which is effected by supernatural 
agency is either accomplished by his imme- 
diate direction, or completed by his penais- 
sion. Influenced by the desire of honouring 
the hero of the poem, all his exertions tend 
to this object; when he interests himself in 
favour of either of the contending parlies, it 
is with tlie view to revenge his quarrel with 
the Greeks, or to satiate his rage against the 
Trojans. 

In this light we behold him, in the open- 
ing of the poem, assenting to the supplica- 
tion of Thetis on behalf of her son ; ratify- 
ing his promise with an oath ; and imme- 
diately engaging actively in his favour. In -I 
order to bring the adverse parlies into action^ i 
that the Greeks might suffer by the absence j 
of their principal champion, he dispatches I 
a dream to Agamemnon, which, inspiring 
the Grecian chief with false hopes of success, 
invites him to arm his troops, and to lead j 
them to battle. For the' same purpose he ' 
dismisses Iris to the council of the Trojans, 
who advises the chiefs of this party to assem- 
ble and number their forces. With the same 
object still in view, he sends Minerva to pei^ 1 
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suade the Trojans lo break the truce which 
had been agreed upon by the contending 
armies. By his command the goddess de- 
scends to earth, and appearing to Pandams, 
in the shape of one of Antenor's sons, pre- 
vails on him to discharge an arrow at Me- 
nelaus, by which the truce is broken and 
hostilities again commenced. He now be- 
gins to exert himself more actively in the 
cause of Achilles ; prohibits the other gods 
from assisting either of the hostile armies; 
and, descending from heaven, gives signals 
of victory to the Trojans. The ehiefs of this 
party he immediately assists, and excites 
them against their adversaries : he animates 
them by his advice, strengthens them by his in- 
spiration, and encourages them by propitious 
omens. On the other hand he intimidates 
the leaders of the Grecian host, and raising 
a wind embarrasses them by involving tliem 
in clouds of dust ; he depresses their cou- 
rage and throws them into confusion. And 
having thus conducted the Trojans lo nearly 
complete success, he retires from the field of 
battle. 

At this lime, it may be observed, Nep- 
.lune, taking advantage of his absence, as- 
sists and encourages the Greeks. Profiting 



still more by the deception practised on Ju- 
piter by Juno, he addresses the Greeks, leads 
them on to battle in person, and turns the 
scale of victory in their favour. Jupiter, 
however, awakening in the mean while, per- 
ceives the deceit, and commands Neptune 
to retire from the scene of action. Again, 
exerting himself on the side of the Trojans, 
he reduces the affairs of the Greeks to the 
last extremity, until the anger of Achilles is 
completely satiated; the whole, nearly, of 
their leaders are wounded, their forces dis- 
mayed, and. the enemy, already within their 
entrenchments, carrying destruction to their 
navy. 

So far the will of Jupiter, in pursuance 
of the promise made to Thetis, directs every 
important action which tends to embarrass 
the Greeks, or insures victory to the Tro- 
jans. But the anger of Achilles having, by 
the death of Patroclus, directed itself to- 
wards a different object, Jupiter, still willing 
to honour the hero, seems likewise to change 
his sentiments, and employs his favouring 
influence in coincidence with the wishes of 
Achilles. He now permits the deities, who 
espouse the interest of the Greeks, to de- 
scend to their succour: and by their mini- 
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stration every material incideot is conducted, 
which lakes place, \a the course of the ac- 
tion. By the command of Juno, Iris advises 
Achilles to show liimself unarmed to the 
Trojans, that the Greeks might obtain some 
respite and refreshment. Minerva covers 
him with her segis, increases the terrour of 
his voice, and heightens the splendour of his 
appearance. To prevent the Trojans from 
recovering from their panick, until Vulcan 
had completed the armour of Achilles, which 
he had undertaken to forge at the instigation 
of Thetis, Juno hastens the setting of the 
sun. And when they are thrown into confu- 
sion by Achilles, she impedes their flight by 
involving them in darkness. She dispatches 
Vulcan to dry up the waters of the river 
Xanthus, by which the hero was nearly over- 
powered in his pursuit of the Trojans. In 
his combat with Hector he is equally as- 
sisted by Minerva. She advises him to take 
a temporary rest, while she persuades Hector 
to engage him: she succeeds in deceiving 
this hero, by assuming the shape of Deipho- 
bus, and giving him false hopes of assistance, 
leads him to destruction. The last great 
incident which engages the attention of the 
gods is the redemption of the body of Hec- 
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lor: seeing his remains exposed to the unap- 
peased rage of his enemy, they commiserate 
his situation, and project his deliverance. 
Jupiter dismisses Tbelis to Achilles, to pre- 
vail upon him to resign the body ; he at the 
same time directs Iris to appear lo Priam, 
and to instruct him how to recover the body 
of his son. Mercury, by his command, con- 
ducts Priam unobserved through tlie Grecian 
camp, escorts him to the tent of Achilles, 
and leads him into the presence of the hero. 
Achilles' anger being now extinguished, 
through the interposition of Jupiter, Priam 
obtains his suit, and is conducted home, with 
Hector's body, without interruption or mo- 
lestation. 

After this manner, the whole action of the 
poem is conducted by preternatural agency; 
but it is not the leading incidents, merely, 
which engage the celestial care ; we find the 
aid of the gods employed in those of a subor- 
dinate description. Whenever the poet is 
enabled to impart dignity to any occurrence, 
or elevation lo any character, he uniformly 
calls in the aid of celestial intervention. He 
introduces Apollo to raise a plague among 
the Greeks ; represents Iris as conducting 
Helen to view the contending armies ; de- 
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scribes Thetis as preserving the body of Pe- 
troclus from corruption ; and Boreas and Ze- 
phyrus as exciung a wind to consume his 
funeral pile. To exalt the leading charac- 
ters of his work, the tutelary deities of each 
are always at hand. Minefta never deserts 
Ulysses or Uiomede: she encourages and 
advises them; endows them with strength 
and fortitude. M^hether in the battle or the 
council, she guides their motions and directs 
their judgments; and even when contending 
in the games she insures them success in the 
less elevated objects of their ambition. Venus 
is equally active in assisting Paris, and 
Apollo in encouraging Hector; Jupiter 
himself takes an active part in the minor 
incidents, and pours down drops of blood 
in honour of his son Sarpedon. 

Thus, it appears, the movements of the 
whole system of Homer's machines are in- 
formed and conducted by celestial interven- 
tion ; and thus his work acquired a general 
elevation from having all its incidents, whether 
of greater or lesser importance, committed to 
the guidance of superiour intelligences. But 
the sublime nature of the imagery, by which 
he has contrived to bring those beings into 
action, imparts to his descriptions a degree 



of magnificence to which his own language 
only is competent to do any justice. Of 
this, we cannot offer a more appropriate i 
example than that in which Jupiter ratifies 
his promise to Thetis. 



r «^pi;Ti vEufff Kp«tiuv* 

II. I. V. 528-530. 

The idea which he gives of his power is 
replete with the most sublime images* and 
expressed in the most energetick language. 

* Ke>£Aut£ fu<i ita,yTii Tt S-ioi wonrat te dioiiKcij 
Olpf tiwu ra, (u dujiAo; ivi (fiS'EO'O'i kiXcvei, 

MiTt TIO- Sll 5B^tJ5t JtOf TOj'f, /alJTt Tit Xpn* 

Hugxru Sia,)itptroii tfnov twat' uM^ sifA» vxntf 
Aimr', otppx Toip^iflTDi TfAwriiirw Txit ifyx. 
■ Oil S' a,v tyuv avavaiS'i 3'fUk fS'EAovra vdiiiru 

ExSevr', n Tjjmio-c-iv afyiyijut « Aataorrt, 



' He spoke, and awful bends his sable brows; 
Shakes his ambrosial curls and gives the nod ; 
The stamp of fate, and sanction of iheGod: 
High heav'n with trembling the dread signal took. 
And all Olympus to the centre shook. Popb. II. i, 682 6. 

' Celestial states, immortal Gods ! give ear. 
Hear our decree, and rev'rencc what ye hearj 
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E«3« iriJnptiai ti iruXai x«i ;t«AX(»t ouJ'o;, 

rwofftT iwfiS oiro» (IJLI.I 3'twif xixpTtiTToi aiTrasvTMki 
EiJ" (t^(, iTiipijiraS'i ^Sfoi, I'p* iiJiti toivts;, 
Zfipw j^pwrtiBV eJ ot;p«iro5iii J(p(^<w«iiTe{* 
n«vTi( S' e0«n'7i;3'( ^Edi TTCtiTaii te ^laivM, 

AAX' <.t( Ji) Xfci tyu tsfi^fuv tSeXeifu ipva-^xi^ 



Tbc fix'd decree, which not all beav'n can move: 
Thon, Fate, fulfil it, and ye Pow'rs, approve! 
What God but enters yon forbidden field, 
Who yields asaisiancc, or but wills to yield, 
Back to the skies with shame he shall be driv'n, 
Gash'd with dishonest wounds, the ecoro of heav'n 
Or far, oil far, from steep Olympus thrown. 
Low in the dark Tartarian gulf shall groati. 
With buruiog chains fix'd to the brazen floors. 
And lock'd by hell's inexorable doors ; 
And deep beneath th' infernal centre hurl'd. 
As from that centre to Ih' ethereal world. 
Let him who temptx me dread those dire abodes^ 
And know tli' Almighty is the God of gods. 
League all your forces then, ye Pow'rs above. 
Join all, and try the omnipotence of Jovcj 
Let down our golden everlasting chain. 
Whose strong embrace holds heavn, and earth, and 
Strive al), of mortal and immortal birth. 
To drag by this the thund'rer down to earth. 
Ye strive in vain I If 1 but stretch this hand, 
I heave the gods, the ocean, and the land; 
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A)|iraif*iiV T« if K «uTt jwfrjiijijsi ttoivt* ytnijt. 

■ II. viii. 5-27. 

His description of Neptune's approach lo 
the scene of action, so celebrated by Longi- 
nus, might be set in competition with this 
passage, as equally poetical in its conceptions 
and numbers, were it not too long for insertion. 
I trust however I sliall be pardoned, for in- , 
dulging myself in ihe pleasure of transcrib- J 
ing that sublime description, the battle of I 
the gods ; which is only parallelled by the J 
battle of the Titans in Hesiod, and that of | 
the angels in Milton ; 

ZtDHT OIS ftfU SrapOS T»lppO» tfUHTW Tfi;^EO( IXTaf, 

AA?vOT (t xn-TXuy fpiJiyTTWv jKaxpte omth' 
Avi J'Apiit iTifJi^tv, tftfin Xtti^fiiri Tc-cf, 
O^u K31T axpSTarn; Ttthciiii TfW<rai xiXtV-ii'J, 



I fix tht 

And ihe Mst 

For iuH 



Hi Olympus' heigbl. 



_ig3 tresnbliDgii 

reign, unbounded w 



' But when i)i^ 
Then tumuli 



I 
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'Hi Touj etfA^arfftxn |i*«x»p(f Seo* st^ivmti;, 
u£>£ A(if{i» A'lVwviuc, 



AEiirit; i I 
0.x.a h Svt 



Tfusflahi , 






I rnyieiVi 5te 



itiy 



Twit*! «p« Jtrwroj tpr* 9iw fptJi ^uviH'Ttn. 
Htoi f*{> J-aji !»»vTa ncffftJKVMC ctixnrti 
'Ibtost' AtoXXmb OoTCo;, i;itifl» » isltfuma.' 

'Hp5 J^ttnvmi j^ur>|X*)WT« x(AaAii>i, 



Varied eath face; (lieo VncvtA tcwiii Utrmt, 
£anh echoes, and ibe naikini nufa to aunt. 
tiaw tbnr' ibe tretnUing iborct Mdiem aflt, 
P linuxicn from ibc Creciaa walbi 

att aod a oi{lMof doodi: 

■ ibro i^i: 1 . ijD bttn be fw7 pMira 

•n tftUfoiiOiUfw'tti 



y 



Mill I MiW* •' 



ApTifi.it '"X^^'f^i xoiriji^nTn Exarais* 

On S«v3'oii xttXcducri S'Eoi, ecuJfiE; J( XxapavJ|g(». 

II. XX. V. 47-74. 



Thro" all their summits tremble Ida's woods. 
And from their Hources boll her hundred floods. 
Troy's lorreis totter on the rocking plain. 
And the (os9'd navies beat the heaving main. 
Deep in the dismal region of the dead 
Tb' infernal monarch rear'd his hoary head, 
Leap'd from his throne, lest Neptune's arm should lay 
His dark dominions open to the day. 
And pour in light on Pluto's drear abodes, 
^_. Abhorr'd by men, and dreadful cv'n to gods. 

^H Such war th' immortals wage, such boiTOurs rend 

^V The world's vast concave when the gods contend. 

^m First silver- shafted Phcebus took the plain 

^H Against blue Neplune, monarch of the main ; 

^M The god of arms his giant bulk display 'd, 

^H Oppos'd to Pallas, War's triumphant maid. 

^B Against Latona march'd the son of May ; 

^V The quiver'd Dlan, sister of the day 

H (Her golden arrows sounding at her lide,) 

^M Satumla, majesty of heav'n, de6ed. 

^k With fier}' Vulcan last in battle Stands 

^B The sacred flood that rolls on golden sands; 

^V Xanlhus his name with those of heav'niy birth, ' 

^M But call'd Scamander by (he sons of earth. 

H II. x%. V. 63-lOX 
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CHAP. III. 

OF THE IIISTORICK EPOS. 
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From what has been ah'eady declared on 
the nature of the historical epopee, it must 
be pretty evident that no licence can justify 
the introduction of preternatural agents into 
its composition. The same reasoning, which 
applies to exclude fiction from its incidents, 
extends equally to proscribe that embellish- 
ment which is attained by machinery. With 
a justice of exemplification more striking 
than any application of rule, Voltaire has 
remarked, " Virgile et Hom^re avoient fort 
bien fait d'amener les Divinities sur la scene. 
Lucajn a fait tout aussi bien de s'cn pas- 
ser. — Les guerres civiles de Rome etoient 
trop serieuses pour ces joux d'imagination. 
Quel r61e Cesar jouerait il dans la plaine de 
Pharsale, si Iris venait lui apporter son 6pee, 
ou si Venus descendait dans un nuage d or a 
son secours." And this remark may be ex- 
tended from these particular instances, to every 
fact in which there is room for preternatural 
agency. The expedient, it must be confessed, 




would defeat its own purpose, which, in 
seeking to confer greater importance on real 
events, would make their truth questionable 
by coupling them with fictitious circum- 
stances. 

But the project of giving machinery to 
the historical epos is exposed to still stronger 
objections by being brought to the lest of 
that rule which was fornjerly laid down for 
determining the nature, and fixing the bounds 
of poetical fiction. For, supposing this pro- 
ject realized, it must be evident that the' 
marvellous imagery, thus appended to the 
poem, must be so wholly void of verisimili 
tude, as to procure from the reader no ex- 
tenuation of its improbabilities. Since from 
his knowledge both of the subject and cha- 
racters in the work, if he did not possess a 
perfect conviction, that the whole of these 
imaginary fictions " would have been ques- 
tioned as real, by the characters in the 
poem," he must himself feel a disposition 
*' to negative them as false," not less on ac- 
count of his acquired knowledge, than his 
religious belief. 

Being thus restricted in his imitations to 
a close delineation of nature, the historick 
poet seems to be bound, ifl conformity to' 
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the end of his art, to supply by suitable ex- 
pedients that ornament which the more ex- 
alted poetry possesses in right of Poetick 
Licence. This, as was before observed, was 
deemed a requisite by Lucan, in his " Phar- 
salia," where the epical quality of dignity 
has been carried to a height, not often ex- 
celled in llonierand Virgil. 

Though the historical poet is denied the 
liberty of emplo^'ing celestial agents, he is 
not interdicted from representing the general 
incidents <jf his poem, as engaging the divine 
care, and being forwarded by its secret inter- 
position : by this means, as I have already 
remarked, he may add much to the dignity 
and importance of his conqiositions. lie is 
besides afforded in this manner an opportu- 
nity of introducing those details of religious 
ceremonies, and descriptions of that grand 
and awful scenery which is adapted to the 
celebration of such rites ; which, infusing a 
degree of solemnity into his narration, must 
proportionally conduce to heighten its dig- 
nity. 

But more than this, if there is any tiling 
grand and awful, or even mysterious and 
dreadful, in the popular superstitions of the 
period from which his subject is taken, the 
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poet should omit no opportunity of seizing' ] 
and appropriating these, in order to add to its \ 
sublimity and improve its beauty. The c 
tensive resources which thus otFered them- j 
selves to Iieighten the dignity of the historicfc 
epopee, did not escape the observation of 1 
Lucan, who has derived through this channel 
some striking imagery which diversifies the 
general character ot'his narrative, and imparts 
to it the highest splendour. 

Among the superstitions, admitted by Pa- 1 
gan credulity with imphcit belief, may be 1 
mentioned tliose miraculous appearances and 
prodigies, which were conceived to precede 
any event of more than ordinary importance, 
and to forebode the approach of every dis- 
astrous occurrence. From this belief Lucan 
Jias transferred to his " Pharsalia" some of the 
most sublime descriplions ; as may be in- 
stanced from his relation of the prodigies 
which preceded the civil war, and of those 
that occurred previously to the battle of Phar- 
salia. With equal judgment has he availed 
himself of llic popular belief of persons revi- 
siting the earth after their decease, intro-' 
ducing, from this source of the marvellous, 
the spirit of Julia appearing toPompey, with 
the most awful effect. The mysteries of priest- 
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hood, and the ceremonies of divination, sup- 
plied him with materials equally suited to the 
purposes of poetic description : from these he 
has derived those truly grand descriptions of 
the sacred grove at Marseilles, and of the 
prophetic rites at Delphos, which add so 
much dignity to his poem. But from the 
belief of witchcraft and sorcery, prevalent in 
his age^ and particularly attributed to the in- 
habitants of Thessaly, he was furnished with 
some of the most splendid imagery that ever 
adorned an epick subject. 

The following passages, jsel^pcted from his 
description of the Thessalian enchantresses, 

4 

convey the most impressive idea of their 
power. 

Cessavere vices rerum: delataque longa 
Hsesit nocte dies: legi non paruit asther, 
Torpuit et praeceps audito carmine mundas; 
Axibus et rapidis impulses Jupiter urgens 
Miratur non ire polos. Nunc emnia complent, 
Imbribus^ et calido produeunt nubila Phoebe; 
Et tonat ignaro coelum Jove. Vocibus iisdem 
Humentes late nebulas^ nimbosque solu^is 
Excessere comis. Ventis cessantibi|s, aequor 
Intumuit: rursus vetitum 3entire procellas 
Conticuit turban te Noto; puppimque ferentes 
In ventum tumuere sinus. De rupe pependjt 
Abscissa fixus torrens: amnisque cucurrit 
Non qua pronus ^rat. Nilnn) noa ^J^tuljt s^tas: 



Meander direzJt nquas: Rhodnnumque momtttem 
PrKcipiiavii Arar: submisso veiticc monies 
Explicuere jugum. IS'iibes suspexit Olyinpus; 
Solibus el nuUis ScyiliicEe, cum bruma rigeret, 
Dimaduere nives: impulsani sidere Tethyn 
Reppiilil Hsmonidum, defenso littorc, carmen. 
Terru quo(|ue immoti concussit ponderis axem, 
El medium vcigens nisu titubavit in orbcm. 
TantK uiolis onus percussum voce recessit, 
Prospectumque dedit circumlabentis Olympi,* 

Phara: Lib: ^ 



' Whene'er ibe proud inchantreBs gives command, 
Elcrnal motion stops her active band} 
No more heav'n's rapid circlee j6urney on. 
But universal nature stands foredone: 
The lazy god of day forgets to rise. 
And everlasting night pollutes the skies. 
Jove wonders to behold her shalte the pole. 
And, unconscnting, hears his thunders roll. 
Now, with a word, abe hides the lun's bright face, 
Now blois (he wide sethereal azure space : 
Lonely anon she shakps her flawing liair. 
And straight the stormy low'ring heav'ns are fair; 
At once she calk the golden light again. 
The clouds fly swift away, and slops the drizzly rain. 
In stillest calms she bids the waves ran high, 
And smooths the deep, iho' Boreas shakes the sky. 
When winds are hush'd her pnienC breath prevails, 
Wafis on the bark, and fills the flagging sails. 
Streams have run back ai murmurs of her tongue. 
And torrents from the rock suspended hung. 
No more the Nile bis wonted seasons knows. 
And in a line the straight Marander flows. 
Arar has rush'd witli headlong waters down, 
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And driv'n unwillingly The sluggish Rhone. 
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Their power over animated nature is no 
less extensive. 

Omne potens animal leti^ genitumque nocere, 
£t pavet Hacmonias^ et mortibas Instniit arteis. 
Hop avidae tigres^ et nobilis ira leonnm 
Ore fovent blando: gelidos his explicet orbes^ 
Inque pruinoso coluber distenditur arvo. 
Viperei coeant, abmpto corpore, nodi ; 
Hnmanoque cadit serpens afflata Teneno. ^ 

Pbars. Lib. vi. 

Huge mountains have been leveird with the plain. 
And far from heav*n has tall Olympus lain. 
Riphasan crystal has been known to melt. 
And Scythian snows a sudden summer felt. 
No longer prest by Cynthia's moister beaa;i« 
Alternate Tethys heaves her swelling stream ; 
By charms forbid, her tides revolve no more» 
But shun the margin of the guarded shore. 
The poDd*rous earthy by magic numbers strook^ 
Down to her inmost centre deep has shook j 
Then rending with a yawn^ at once made way. 
To join the upper and the nether day ; 
Wfailp wond'rii^ eyes, the dreadful cleft between. 
Another starxy firmament have se6n. 

Rowe's Prabs. vi. V. 739. 

b Each deadly kind by nature form*d to kill. 
Fear the dire hags and execute their will. 
Lions to them their nobler rage submit. 
And l^wning tigers couch beneath their feet; 
For them the snake foregoes her wint'ry hold. 
And on the hoary frost entwines her fold : 
The poi8*nous race. they strike with stronger death. 
And blasted vipers die, by hitman breath. 

lb. V. 777. 
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But in the conduct of one part of his 
vvoik, Lucan is truly admirable : it is such as 
would have done honour to Homer or Virgil 
in the happiness and orlginahiy of the concep- 
tion, and the skilfulness and judgment of the 
execution. This great poet foreseeing that the 
truth of his subject would be sacrificed, if he 
introduced preternatural agents into the ac- 
tion of his poem ; and that, its truth being sa- 
crificed, its importance must be affected in a 
proportionable degree, not only determined 
on the entire suppression of the established 
machinery of eplck poetry, but has contrived 
to profit by the very circumstances of its re- 
jection. For, taking a just estimate of the 
■ religious and philosophical opinions of his 
countrymen, and observing that they were 
generally at variance, and that the ad- 
vantage of respectability was decidedly on 
I he side of the latter, he has contrived to 
exalt the stoical character above the divine 
nature, as it was represented by his religion, 
and could have been introduced into his 
poem ; thus raising it above a standard which 
possessed an intrinsick elevation, he rendered 
it an object of reverence. Of this godlike 
perfection has he drawn his Calo, of whom 
it may be truly said, that he is the superiour 
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intelligence that informs the action, and up- 
holds thedignity of the poem. And, regarding 
his character in this light, it is unjust to 
degrade it by a comparison with the Jupiter 
of the Iliad, or any other divinity which 
conducts or elevates the heathen machinery. 

With this view we may perceive, that the 
poet first introduces this character in that 
memorable comparison which he institutes 
between him and the deities: 

Victrix. causa diis placuit^ sed victa Catoni. * 

Phars. Lib. i. v. 128. 

And in the following speech of Cato to 
I^abienus, he has exhibited him with all the 
majesty of a superiour being. 

IlleDeo plenus^ tacit& quern qaeote gerebat^ 

Effudit dignas adytis e pectore voces.. 

** Quid quaeri) Labiene^ jubes? An liber iu armis 

Occubuisse velini potius, quam regna videre ? 

An sit vita nihil, sed longann differat setas? 

An noceat vis ulla bono f Fortunaque perdat 

Opposite virtute minas laudandaque velle 

Sit satis, et nunquam successu crescet honestum ? 

Scimus, et hoc nobis non altius inseret Ammon. 

Haeremus cuncti snperis, temploque tacente 



* Victorioas Caesar by the gods was crowD*d^ 
The vanquish*d party was by Cato own*d. 

Rowb's P^i^i* 1. v: 241. 
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Nil Facimus non sponte Dei : nee vocibus allis 

Numen eget: dixitque scmel nascenlibus auctor 

Quidquld scire licet; stcielcis ncc legit arenas, 

Ul caneiec paucis, mersitque hoc pulvere vocem. 

Estne Dei sedes nisi terra, et ponciis, et aer, 

£t C(£lum, el virtus? Superos quid quBcriinua oltraf 

Jupiter est quodcunque vides, qiiocunque moveris. 

Sortilegis egeantdubii^ semperque futuria 

Casibus ancipites : me non oracula certum, 

Sed mors certe facit: pavido f'orn'que cadendumest. 

Hoc satis est dixisse Jovem." ^ 

Phars. Lib. ix. 



^ Fall of the God that dwelt withiD his breast. 
The bero thus liis secret mind express'd. 
And inborn Iruths reveal'd; truths which might weB 1 
Become ev'n oracles themselves to tell. 
"Where would ihy fond, thy vaju inquiry go? 
Wh^t mystic fate, what secret would'st tboa know i 
Is it a doubt if death should be my doom. 
Rather than live till kings and bondage come. 
Rather than see a tyrant crown'i^in Rome f 
Or would'st thou know of whal we value here. 
Life be a trifle hardly worth our care? 
What by old age and length of days we gain. 
More ihan to lengthen out the sense of pain I 
Or if this world, with all its forces joiu'd 
The tmiversal malice of mankind. 
Can shake or hurt the brave and honest mind ? 
If stable Virtue can her ground mainiaia. 
While Fortune feebly threats and frowns in vain 
If Truth and Justice with uprightness dwell. 
And honesty consist in meaning well ? 
If right be independent of success. 
And conquest cannot make it more nor less ? 
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While engaged on this subject, we naay turn 
to consider the argumoit which M. de Vol- 
taire, by a perverted application of this cele- 



Are these^ my friend^ the secrets tkoa wouldst know. 

Those doobts for which to Grades we go } 

Tis known, 'tis plain^ 'tis all already told« 

And horned Ammon can no more unfold. 

From God deriv'd, to God by nature join'd. 

We act the dictates of his mighty romd 5 

And though the priests are mute and teoapletf still, 

God never wants a voice to apeak his will. 

When first we from the teeming womb were brought. 

With inborn pteceptd th6n our souls were fratught 

And then the maker his new creatures taught. 

Then, when he form'd, and gave us to be men. 

He gave us all oar useful knowledge then. 

Canst thou believe the vast eternal tnldd 

Was ere to Syrts or Libyan Mads confin'd } 

That he should choose this waste, this barren ground. 

To teach the thin inhabitants around. 

And Idrtre his thith iti Wilds and dedarts drownM; 

Is therfe a place that God wofild choose to love» 

Beyond this earth, the seas, yon hoav'n above, 

Aod virtuous minds the noblest throne for love ? 

Why seek we fut'th6r ihtn ? behold arotiiid. 

How all tholi leest does with the God abound, 

Jove is alike in all, and slwscys to be found. 

Let those weak minds, who live in doubt and fear 

To juggling priests for orades repair j 

One ceitain hour of death to each decreed, 

My fix'd, my certain soul from doubt has fi'eed. 

The coward and the brave are^doom'd to fall ; 

And when Jove told this truth, he told us all, 

B. ix. V. g54. 
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braled passage in the " Pharsalia," urges ' 
against epick machinery in general; not con- ) 
tiniDg his deductions to the historical poem 1 
only, but extending them to the poetical j 
epos. *' Ceux qui prennent Ics commence- 
nieiis d'un ait pour les principes de I'art m^iuc, | 
sont persuades qu'un poeme ne saurait sub- 
sister sans diviiiii^s parccquc I'lliade en est 
pleine; mais ces divinites sont si peu essen- 
tielles au poeine, que le plus bel endroit qui 
soil dans Lucain, et peut-etre dans aucun 
poete est le decours de Caton, dans lequel ce 
Stoique, ennemi des fables dedaigne d'aller 
voirle temple de Jupiter Animon." ' J 

The explanation before given of the con- I 
duct of the " Phai-salia," not to insist on the 
peculiar character of the Roman people, or 
that of the very remarkable period of their 
history, from which the subject of that poem 
is drawn, must be sufficient to prove that this 
passage affords no general model for the con- 1 
duct of the epopee. And this consideration' 
alone would be sufficient to expose the unfair- 
ness in this reasoning of M. de Voltaire, 
where he fastens not merely upon this poem 
itself, but upon a distinguished passage in it, 
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as aifordingan argument against the necessity 
of introducing machinery into epick poetry. 
For though the observation be perfectly just, 
that Lucan is not only grand beyond all pre- 
cedent in this passage, but has, generally, 
maintained a suitable elevation in the whole 
conduct of his poem; it does not follow, nor 
is it the case, that the whole compass of his- 
tory affords another subject capable of being 
similarly conducted to that of the " Phar- 
salia." 

Nor has the critick taken into account 
some circumstances of considerable import- 
ance, in forming a just estimate of the pre- 
sent question ; which having arisen from the 
change in manners and opinions since the 
times of the Roman republic, have added as 
much to the dignity of Lucan's description, 
as they have taken from the splendour of the 
antient poetical machinery. The refinement, 
or indeed etfeminacy, of modern manners, has 
taught us as much to overrate the sternness of 
that stoical virtue which the poet lias under- 
taken to celebrate; as a total revolution in 
religious belief has led us to contemn the 
absurdities which debase that religious sys- 
tem, which he has treated with disregard. 
From these considerations, the entjre of Lu- 
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can^s work acquires an accidental dignity, 
which contributes not a little to raise the 
passage, selected by M. de Voltaire, above 
what is justified even by its intrinsick merit 
And of course, this solitary passage, being of 
itself but peculiarly circumstanced, cannot 
establish a precedent to evince the truth of 
his general position, that the poetical epos 
can support a suitable elevation without the 
assistance of machinery* 
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CHAP. IV. 

OF TUB DRAMA. 

Though the machinery of poetry has ob- 
tanied many strenuous advocates, the pro- 
priety of its introduction into dramatick repre- 
fientation has generally been resigned as un- 
tenable. Some even of the most liberal of our 
criticks, have literally ventured to proscribe 
this part of jwetical composition, which coiji- 
prises so considerable a portion of its finest 
imagery, as too improbable to be justified by 
Any license of the art. " The tales of faery 
are exploded as fantaslick and incredible. 
They would merit this contempt if presented 
DQ the stage; if they were given as the pro- 
per subjects of dramatick imitation, and the 
interest of the poet's plot were to be wrought 
out of the adventures of these marvellous 
persons/" " A poet who should now make the 
whole action of his tragedy depend upon 
enchantment, and produce the chief events 
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by the assistance of supernatural agents, 
would be censured as transgressing the bounds 
of probability, be banished from the theatre 
to the nursery, and condemned to write fairy 
tales instead of tragedies."^ ' 

Were these conclusions decisive, the object ! 
of our immediate inquiry would be wholly ob- 
viated ; as it would answer no end to develope 
first principles, or to lay down rules, where 
there could arise no opportunity of applying 
them. It is not necessary to enter into a 
formal refutation of assumptions so arbitrary. 
They res t solely on opinion ; have been brought 
to the lest of feeling; and have, I think, re- 
ceivedacomplete refutation in the success with 
which some modern productions of this kind, 
andof veryinferionr mcrit,have been received. 
Had this, however, never been the case, there 
might be an answer subversive of such con- 
clusions drawn from that unsated avidity 
with which some established dramas coutinue 
to be sought after, where the principal events 
are conducted by the ministry of those fan- i 
tastick agents. 1 

It may not be deemed either incurious or 
unimportant, to offer a few remarks on l!>e 
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origin and cause of this proscription of the- 
alrical machinery, as the inquiry may afford 
some reasons for confirming to the drama its 
right to an appendage, which gives so pow- 
erful an interest to its representations, and 
adds so beautiful au embellishment to its 
scenick decorations. 

However various might have been the 
inducements by which the Grecian dramatick 
wiiters were led to introduce divine per- 
sonages in the scene, one obvious reason 
assignablefor this practice maybe suggested— 
the direct imitation of the epick and mytho- 
logical poets, into which they were led from 
taking the subjects of their compositions 
from such writers. But as the circumstances 
were sensibly different in which these beings 
were placed, on being brought from the in- 
distinct representation of narration to the vi- 
sible disclosure of exhibition, the change was 
made infinitely for tlie worse. And this disad- 
vantage operating against their first appear- 
ance in the scene, was heightened, in no 
small degree, by the rude mechanism of the 
theatrical apparatus among the ancients. 
Most unskilful must those contrivances have 
been, that worked the machines in which 
their deities made their descent or disap- 
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pearance, when the antient drama, from , 
wanting an expedient to shift its scenes, be- 
came confined to a tedious uiiily of place, in 
violation of truth and propriety. 

Under these circumstances, it must be 1 
supposed both Aristotle and Horace viewed ] 
the antient theatre; and taking these consi- 
derations into account, their seeming to 
discourage dramatick imagery, may be 
imputed to their disapprobation of certain 
defects, not in the theory, but in the esta- 
blished use of theatrical machinery ; such, 
it may be remarked, were defects for whick 
the structure of their theatre led them to 
imagine, there could be no remedy. This is, 
I think, very evident, from the reasons which 
they assign for recommending this appendage 
of the drama to be removed as much as pos- 
sible out of theatrical representations. " It' is 
expedient to introduce the marvellous into 
tragick compositions; but the preternatural, 
from which principally the marvellous arises, 
is rather admissible in the epopee, because 
we do not behold llie agency which is em- 
ployed in it."' 
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This passage appears to nie rather to re- 
commend than to discourage the employment 
ofdramatick machinery on the modern stage. 
Some partiality is professed liere for mar- 
vellous intervention in the drama: it is re- 
stricted to a condilional introduction into the 
scene, on account of au objection which has 
now no force, as it has no application to the 
modern theatre. That poetical machinery, 
though admissible in recital, will not so 
well bear to be submitted to visible repre- 
sentation, is only true of stage machinery, 
under the circumstances in which it was 
viewed by Aristotle. When its effects are 
aukwardly displayed to the view, the judg- 
ment receives firom the eye an additional 
testimony of the improbability of what- 
ever is the subject of its representation. 
And yet it may be observed, not however 
as exculpatory of the recent abuses of our 
theatre, in its display of what is trifling and 



paffToc, itet rt> (in; Jpav eij ra* ttpaxlirra.. De Poet."5 43. In tfai» 
sentence, it it geaarallj' supposed, that Horace concurs in the 
following precept; which, if urged against the practice of the 
modera stage, ailmits of the same answer as that of Aristotle, 

Nee deua interiit nisi dignui vindice codai 

iDciderlt. De Art. P^et, v. \Qi. 
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childish in such of its decorations 
illustrative of the superiority of the niodera 
dranmlick mechanism, over any thing of the 
kind wliich appeared in the antient theatre ; 
that the exhibitions, which so much offended 
the judgment of Horace and Aristotle, might 
be now represented with such skill and splen- 
dour, as to surprize and gratify an enlightened 
audience. And in thia consideration, the 
entire efficacy of that trite rule, of the former 
critick, which has been often so triumphantly J 
urged against the modern theatre, seems toi 
vanish altogether; 

Ne — in avem Progne verlatiir Cadmus in aDguem} 
Qaodcunque ostetidis mihi sic, incredulus odi. 

DeAit. Poet, V. 188. 

I do not mean to insist here, that the 
edge of this stricture may be turned from 
affecting the modern drama, by observing 
that these words merely apply to restraining 
the abuse of theatrical machinery; as the 
representation which is here censured by the 
Koman critick, if it be brought to the' test of 
that rule which has been laid down for 
proving the justness of poetical fictions, will 
appear as irreconcilable to the belief of the 
poet's readers, as his characters. AVaving this 
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consideration altogether, it does not appear 
that the objection would apply to this ex- 
hibition, if presented in a modern theatre; 
for in* point of that improbability against 
which Horace exclaims, X can observe little 
difference between converting a man into a 
serpent, and a pumpkin into a coach and 
horses, as we have witnessed in our theatres. 
In entering into this defence of theatrical 
machinery, I would thus shelter it from the 
apparent objections of Aristotle and Horace, 
rather by admitting their opinions to be right 
according to ci re lun stances, than by under- 
taking to prove them altogether uironeous. 
And yet 1 am not unconscious, that with 
respect to refuting one at least, perhaps the 
most formidable of the exceptions urged 
against its propriety, I should not want coun-, i 
tenance from two poets, both of them no 
common masters of dramalick effect. To this 
character, it remains not for me to establish 
the claims of Corncillc and Metastasio, both, 
of whom seem to have believed the machine ] 
of Medea's flying car in Euripides, -perfectly 
conformable to verisimililude,' although sup- i 
posed to be condemned by Aristotle. 
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Yet, while the opinions of Horace and 
Aristotle remained thus misunderstood, and 
were urged with the greatest force against 
dramatick machiner_y, it preserved its 'popu- 
larity, superiour to every opposition. Much 
of its success in this respect, it must be owned, 
is to be attributed to the exquisite art with 
which it was informed and directed by Shake- 
speare's magicfc. And though it may be re- 
garded as a kind of irreverence to start a 
doubt, that the influence of those productions, 
with which be, as it were, enlarged the bounds 
of poetry, must not have proved irresistible; 
or to suggest, that they required any extra- 
neous recomniendalion, independent of the 
art and chasteness with which they were con- 
structed as fictions: yet, so powerful were the 
disadvantages with which machinery had to 
contend, that it is my opinion, even Shakes- 
peare's magick would have sunk under the 
opposition of that artificial taste and fastidious 
judgment, which we have been led to adopt, 
among other French fopperies, had it not 
received some external support from beautiful 
scenery and artful mechanism. However, 
from the independence which we have evinced 
in shaking off our trammels, and in asserting 
the right of thinking for ourselves in this mat- 
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ler, foreigners have been first led to examine, 
and, lastly, to admit the propriety and ele- 
gance of our thealrical imagery. And so 
completely has its triumph over all opposi- 
tion been finally established, that it is curious I 
10 observe the first just criticism, and warm j 
panegyrick of Shakespear's dranialick en- i 
chantments, come from the hands of M. de | 
Voltaire,'' who had not only professed a de- , 
cided husulity to poetical machinery in the 
epopee, but who seemed determined to allow 
scarcelyany other merit to tlie English drama. 
After having adjusted ttiis point, a conve- 
nient opportunity presents itself for discharg- 
, ing an engagement in which I stand pledged 
to the leader,' As I formerly had occasion 
to observe,"" much of the improbability of 
fictitious narrative is justifiable on the grounds 
of the subject not passing in view of the 
reader; for, making in this form a less distinct 
impression on the mind, it becomes propor- 
tiohably difficult to detect any deviation from 
truth or nature, wliich may be attempted in 
such compositions. But in theatrical repre- 
sentation, wliere an iippeal is directly made 
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to the senses, this 

application: the evidence to which the com- 
position becomes in this case exposed, seems 
rather calculated tocounLcract than heighten 
ita eifect in the exhibition. Jiy ibis circum- 
stance, however, it will eventually appear, 
that the roniantick drama is very little, if at 
all efJecled. The objection would have some 
force, and such an effect might be appre- 
hended from the representation of marvellous 
action and character, if such were addressed 
to the senses merely. The formality of 
scenick representation has, it must be con- 
fessed, a tendency to impress ibe spectator 
with a-sense of the representation's being un-, 
real and supposititious; which becomes pro- 
portionably liable to observation, as the sub- 
ject deviates from truth or probabiUty. 
But in this statement it is not taken into ac- 
count, that productions of the romantick 
kind address tliemselves not merely to the 
senses, but to the emotions. Surprize and 
admiration constitute the end of fanciful 
composition ; and over these ufi"ections» the 
scenick apparatus exerts as sensible a power, 
as dramatick gesture and action exercise over 
the passions of pity and terrour. On the 
advantage with which the latter may be em- 
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ployed, in beguiling the spectator into a tem- 
porary forgetfulness of the want of truth in 
the exhibition, I have already descanted ; " 
the former seem not less capable of being 
converted to the same purpose. The splen- 
dour of the spectacle, virhen it is not carried 
to a childish excess, is highly calculated to 
contribute to our delight; and the seeming 
improbabilities which we see accomplished by 
the mechanism, together with thq secrecy of 
the means by which so much is effected, tend 
to throw us into a state of uncollected asto- 
nishment. This is sufficiently attested by 
the feeling which attracts crowds to such ex- 
hibitions ; notwitlistanding all that an affec- 
tation of a chaste and severe judgment may 
dispose the majority of those, who sit out such 
representations, to profess to the coijtrary. 
When the effect which is produced by the- 
atrical niagick transcends our expectation, 
from its greatness or novelty ; when it is con- 
ducted with that art and rapidity of execu- 
tion, which conceals the secret springs of 
the action, and leaves the mind no time to 
calculate on the mode of operation, surprize 
and admiration must be the result of the 
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exhibition. It is but to little purpose to 
object, that we must be conscious the effect 
produced is but mechanical. We may admit 
the fact, without any deuiuient to the main 
argument, for even, ivhen regarded in this 
light, the representation is calculated to excite 
our wonder, and contribute to our gratifica- 
tion. The truth is, however, that we are 
not left any time or inclination for indulging 
any such speculations ; and that when ihey 
do obtrude themselves on the mind, they 
cause no very sensible diminution of our plea- 
sure: as they still leave much to excite our 
surprize, at the art and ingenuity of the con- 
trivance. It may be doubted, on the whole, 
whether the state of mental emotion into 
which we are thrown by the deception, does 
not entitle such exhibitions to a stronger 
claim than any whatever, of approaching 
perfect theatrical delusion, and probably, on 
the very account of having been submitted 
to the scrutiny of the sense, which finds itself 
baffled in detecting the delusiveness. 

From the determination of this point, the 
transition is easy and regular to an investiga- 
tion of the extent to which a dramatick poet 
may proceed, in making use of machinery. 
And here two points in particular, analogous 
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to those which have been aheady determined 
in discussing the nature of epical imagery, 
require qur consideration, as included iir the 
question of what limits are prescribed to 
Poetick Licence. 

I. Among the different mythological 
systems founded on rehgious belief and su- 
perstitious credulity, to the creed of what 
particular people should the poet's choice be 
confined? 

JI. At what particular periods is Le per- 
mitted to introduce the spiritual agents, thus 
chosen, among the natural incidents of bis 
work ? 

I. Of these two quesLions, the tirst has 
been sufficiently resolved in the rule which 
has been already laid down for determining 
the nature, and marking out the extent of 
marvellous fiction in the romantick epos." 
The same attention, which has been there 
recommended, and, on account of the reasons 
there suggested, should be paid, in the pre- 
sent case, to the religious scruples of the 
spectator; t]ie same advantage should be 
taken of the superstiticus credulity of the 
poetical characters. And a few considera- 
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tions will fully justify the application of such 
a principle to the present exigency. As far 
as the drama is intended to please merely in 
the perusal, for which the poet should ever 
make a suitable provision, the case admits of 
slight consideration ; it is similarly circum- 
stanced with the roniantick epos, and may 
be consequently admitted to be subject toi 
the same restrictions, and entitled to equal 
immunities. Nor does the case become ma- 
terially altered, when it is not read but repre- 
sented ; the person whom it is intended to 
■interest and affect, is possessed of the same 
taste and feelings when he is a spectator, as , 
■when he becomes a reader; what would gra- , 
lify him in the one case, would be likely to i 
gratify him in the other. It may be at least 
assumed, that if the rule in question be vio- 
lated, and any thing be represented which is 
eilher inconsistent with his religious belief, 
or irreconcilable with the credulity of the 
agents in the drama, it must Fail, so far at least, 
in its end of producing pleasure, from the 
disregard which is evinced in it to propriety 
and verisimilitude. 

To the practice of Shakespeare we may 
appeal, in order to confirm and illustrate the 
foregoing principles, and to justify their being 
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offered as a guide to the poet who introduces 
marvellous machinery into dramatick action. 
Of the four pieces in which he has employed 
supernatural agency, three are constructed 
with an exact conformity to the rule which 
has been laid down for the management of 
celestial intervention in the theatre; the 
fourth, it must be admitted, deviates from it 
in one particular, and has been, in that re- 
spect, generally, though perhaps inconsider- 
ately, censured as defective. The ghost, 
witches, and magician, to whose ministra- 
tion the poet commits the management of 
the supernatural incidienls of his romantick 
dramas, were generally admitted by the su- 
perstitions of the different people among' 
whom he lays the scene of his action. So far 
consonant was the belief of the former to the 
siiperstitious notions of the Danes and Scots, 
of whom the principal characters of his 
" Hamlet '' and " Macbeth " are composed, 
that the fable of these dramas is on record in 
the history of both nations.^ With equal 
propriety, the principal characters of the 
"Tempest'' have been chosen from among 
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the Italians. Those who arc but moderately 
versed in the poetry of this people, need not 
be informed, that the enchantment employed 
in that drama, was the species of marvellous 
operation most conformable to their vulgar 
superstitions, and most grateful to the po- 
pular opinion. Such nolions having been 
originally imported from the East, were pro- 
pagated, ataneaily period, in Italy, among 
those countries of Europe, where roniantick 
poetry was first successfully cultivated. 

It is not to be dissembled that the "Mid- 
summer Night's Dream" affords but a partial 
exemplification of the principles which are 
here inculcated ; the same attention not hav- 
ing been shewn in it to the superstitious preju- 
dices of the poet's characters, as to the popu- 
lar nolions of bis readers. To this statement, 
I am of opinion, the objections raised against 
this wonderful drama are properly reducible: 
for it seems to afford no support to the asser- | 
tion of those ciiticks, who, on its evidence, 
accuse the inimitable authour of confounding i 
the Gothick and Gentile superstitions. In | 
such a charge, bis practice is certainly misre- 
presented ; which, to speak of it with the 
utmost rigour, extended merely to grafting a 
Gothick machine on a Grecian fable. 
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And, however inconsistent such a project 
may seem, much may be said in its vindica- 
tion. For it should not be forgotten, that in 
the popular creed, nay in the religious belief 
of Shakespeare's age, the nymphs of the 
classical mythology and the fairies of the 
Gothick imagery were conceived to be the 
same beings ;** having been equally supposed 
to be the apostate spirits ' who assumed dif- 
ferent appearances, in different climes and 
ages, in order to impose upon the credulity 
of the vulgar. To those who maintained 
such opinions, it could not have appeared in- 
consistent to describe such beings, as having 
presented themselves in the shape of fairies to 

9 

^ "I will now come to treat of the Nymphs of the Ancients, 
which are those whom we at this day doe call Fees, and the Italians 
Fate, in English Fayries,'* Jje Loier. Treat, of Appar. p. 17.. 

' " Terrestrial devils are those Lares, Genii, Fauns, Safyres, 
Wood-nymphs, Foliots, Fairies, Robin^good fellows, TruUi, &c, 
which as they are most conversant with men, so they do them 
most harm. — Some put our Fairies into this rank, which have 
been adored with much superstition, wjth sweeping their houses, 
and setting a pail with cleane water, good victuals and the like, 
a)3d then they should not be pinched, but ibde money in their 
shoes, and be fortunate in their enterprizes. These are they that 
dance on heathes and greenes— and leave that green circle which 
we commonly finde in plain fields.** Burt. Anat. of Melanch. 
P. II. S. ii. m. 1 . subs. 2. See what has been already advanced 
on this subject^ page 239- n. w, p^ge 242. n. *, 
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the Grecian peasantry ; and 
hoped, of those who admit the insufficiency 
of Pagan divinities to gain general attention, 
will condemn the poet who manifested a pre- 
ference to the more probable and fascinating 
enchantments of the national mythology. In 
this respect, at least, Shakespeare appears to 
have acted with judgment, in consulting the 
feelings of his spectators ; for thus he pre- 
sented them with a more probable system of 
machinery, and to the exckisiun of one which 
could have aiforded them little comparative 
gratification. And in proceeding thus far, 
he seems not to have been destitute of a pre- 
cedent of high poetical authority. Chaucer, 
acting on the same principle, set him the ex- J 
ample of naturahzing those images in poetry; 1 
having maintained similar notions with re- 
spect to the identity of the nymphs and fai- 
riesj he introduced the latter into a Grecian j 
story. I 

If, however, it be still objected, that ihel 
poet might have equally consulted the grati- 
fication of his readers, while he escaped every 
imputation of inconsistency, by shifting the 
scene of his action to a different country, and 
referring the date of the transaction to a more 
recent period : still the objection, if admitted. 
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must be allowed to lose mucli of its force, 
when it is properly directed, as it must fall 
partly on the age in ivhich the drama was 
written. At lliis period, nothing of the fan- 
ciful kind was relished among theatrical ex- 
hibitions, which was not founded on super- 
stitions which were deemed respectable from 
being classical. Of such subjects exclusively 
was the Mask composed, as this species of 
poetry was cultivated by Jonson, and his 
brethren of the " learaed sock." With this 
taste, of course, Shakespeare was in some 
measure necessitated to comply, when, 
charmed with the fine images of his 
native superstitions, he formed the bold 
project of retaining the Pagan subject of 
such poetry, and incorporating with it a 
more probable system of preternatural a- 
gency taken from the Gothick mythology. 
And when we estimate the extraordinary art 
evinced by the poet, in managing a subject 
so disadvantagcously circumstanced, wc shall 
probably discover more in his practice to 
commend than to censure. 

When we argue the question, even on the 
most unfavourable ground, namely, lliat on 
which the poet is accused of impropriety, in 
adopting a system of machinery, which was 




304 

irreconcilable to the belief of the characters 
in his drama, it promises no unsuccessful 
issue to the cause of Shakespeare. It is, i 
indeed, of considerable importance in his'de- ' 
fence, to examine how far the charge really 
extends. The fact is, as may be observed on 
a casual inspection of the production, that 
this impropriety has been avoided by the 
poet, and witti a degree of carefulness, which 
proves his practice not to be the effect of 
accident. It is only as they regard the spec- 
tator, that the preternatural agents appear 
in a Gothick character; as they regard the 
agents in the poem, they may be conceived i 
fauns as well ;is fairies: so far the supersti- ' 
tious notions of the latter really suffered no 
violation, while the popular prejudices of 
the former were virtually consulted in the 
alteration. 

The address of the poet is, indeed, parti- 
cularly deserving of note, in the manage- 
ment of this part of his subject. He con- 
trives to give the occurrences of the drama, 
in the opinion of the human agents employed 
in it, no greater reality than what is pos- 
sessed by a dream : as indeed he entitles the 
production. Some of the leading characters 
he represents as rejecting the whole of the 
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transaction as purely fictitious, and ascribing 
the delusion of the parties concerned, to 
natural causes ; 

Thes • I never may believe 

These antique fables, nor these fairy toys. 
Lovers^ and madmen^ have such seething brains^ 
Such shaping fantasies^ that apprehend 
More than cool reason ever comprehends. — 
Such tncks hath strong imagination^ 
That, if it would but apprehend some joy^ 
It comprehends some bringer of that joy ; 




When he introduces his elves as address- 
ing some of the principal characters, it is in 
the assumed voice, and borrowed person of 
their associates; their intervention, in this 
respect, is thus projected by the chief of the 
fairies : 

Obbr. Hie, therefore, Robin, overcast the night ; 
The starry welkin cover thou anon 
With drooping fog, as black as Acheron ; 
And lead these testy rivals so astray, 
As one come not within another's way. 
Like to Lysander sometime frame thy tongue. 
Then stir Demetrius up with bitter wrong; 
And sometime rail thou like Demetrius ; 
And from each other look thou lead them thus, 

X 
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Till o'er iheir brons death-coaaterfeiting sleep 
With leaden legs and batty wings, doih creep ; 
Then crush this herb into Lysander's eye. 
Whose liquor hath ihis virtuous property, 
To take trom thence al! errour, with his might. 
And mnke his eye-balls roll with wonted sight. 
When they next walie all this derision 
Shall seem a dreum and fruitless vision ; 
And back to Athens shall the lovers wend, 
Withleague, whose date till death shall never end. 
Act iii. sc. i. 



It is to an illiterate inechanick alone that 
lie represents his spiritual agents as being 
visibly manifested.; yet even he is dismissed 
under the impression that all that he wit- 
nessed is the effect of a dream. 

[jIs they go out Bottom awakes.] 

" Hey, ho!— Peter Quince! Flute, the bei- 

lovts-mender ! Snout, the tinlter! Starveling! God's mj 
life! stolen hence, and left me asleep! I have had a 
most rare vision. I have had a dream;— past the nit 
of man to say what dream it was : man is but an ass if 
he go about to cj^pound this dream. Methought I was— 
there is no man can tell what. Methought I was, and 
inethought I had. — But man is but a patch'd fool if 
he will ofier to say what methought I had. The eye 
of man bath not heard, ihe ear of man hath not 
seen; man's hand is not able to taste, his toDgue to 
conceive, nor his heart to report, what my dream 
was. I will get Peter Quince to write a ballad of this 
dream." — Act iv. sc. I. 



I 
I 
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Thus it is not to be disputed, that Shake- 
speare has not only liad so much respect to 
the superstitious notions of his characters as 
not to offer tliem any open violence ; but 
from the state of mental delusion in which 
he supposes them placed, his fictions ax6 
renderetl as probable as seemed possible ; 
indeed perfectly so on the part of those who 
may be conceived at all concerned in be- 
lieving them, and with whose opinions ihey 
are supposed to be at variance. That in 
this process he lias left the spectator no rea- 
sonable grounds of complaints, in introduc- 
ing those beings to his observation, which 
were favoured by his popular prejudices, in 
preference to the deities of a mythology 
which he must have rejected as impossible^ 
need not be any longer insisted on. Upon 
the whole, while, in vindication of that rule 
which he has here cited to illuslrate, il may 
be observed, that his practice would have 
approached more near to perfection had he 
adhered more closely to its letter : it nmst be 
at the same time allowed, that he cannot be 
convicted of running counter to its spirit. 

It seems scarcely necessary to prolong 
the consideration of the present question with 
another observation, relative to the impro- 
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priety of'inlioducingthat machinery into the 
drama which isexclusivelyadapled tolhe poe- 
tical epos : altiiough it is tliat which is most 
consonanttothe belief of the poet's characters, 
as well as his readers or spectators. Whatever 
may be its perfections in this respect, al- 
though it is particularly calculated to awaken 
the spectator's interest, and to excite his 
admiration, it seems to be for ever excluded 
from finding a place on our stages. To 
entertainments of the theatrical kind, we 
can allow, among intellectual amusements, 
no higher praise than that of being elegant 
or rational ; and even to this commendation 
they seem to be but rarely entitled : but the 
sacred beings by whose ministration, we are 
taught to believe, Providence has engaged in 
sublunary affaire, are not to be regarded 
without sentiments of reverence; we cannot 
therefore easily pardon the attempt of him 
who would so far degrade them as to ascribe 
them a part in the action of a fable, which 
was merely intended to promote amusement, 
and on a stage which has been often prosti- 
tuted to the worst purposes. Such a pro- 
ject, if realized, we should condemn as pro- 
fane ; and surely the production on which 
we should pass such a sentence, however it 



I 



might excite our disgust or boimur, could 
contribute nolhing to our gratification. By 
this limitation, however, the drama is not so 
materially aftected as may be at first ima- 
gined : such subjects as find a place in it 
generally consist in evenls of that secon- 
dary importance, that they cannot be sup- 
posed to engage the celestial interference, if 
with any propriety ihey could be committed 
to the celestial superintendancc. 



II. From the determination of these 
points I proceed, in order, to Uie discussion of 
that which was proposed for examination 
in the second place; when a poet is at liberty 
to introduce the spiritual agency among die 
actual incidents of his composition. 

This is a question of which tliere has 
lieen offered moie than one soluiifin: for 
the mt^chanism of the antient liieatrc being 
of that unskilful and iucoiivcnient kind, 
wliich discouraged the introduction of their 
divinities into tlie dramatick action, to e.\- 
chide them as much as possible from ap- 
pearing in the scene, became a desirable 
object to the poet and the spectator. As 
machinery was on this account scarcely em- 
ployed, unless when there was an absolute 
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necessity for its inlroductiou, the antient 
criticks have laid down rules which reduce 
the times of its employnient to the fewest 
possible number; and the moderns, with 
animplicit attachment to iheirauthorily.have 
taken up their principles, and endeavoured to 
square and apply them to the existing stale 
of the drama. 

Among the first of these, Aristotle directs 
that no divinity should be introduced for the 
mere purpose of unravelling a knot in the 
intrigue of the plot. It seems to be a fun- 
damental principle of his criticism, that the 
incidents of the story should unfold them- 
selves in a natural train. To preserve this 
principle inviolable, he directs, that if a 
deity is introduced, for the purpose of mak- 
ing a disclosure, it should be something 
which happens out of the dramatick action; 
at the same time premising that it should 
be something necessary to the intelligence 
of the subject, and such as a spiritual intel- 
ligence can be supposed to know. ' By the 
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former part of this observation he makes a 
provision, that the contexture of the fable 
shall not be interrupted by marvellous in- 
tervention ; as by the latter he takes precau- 
tion, that a divinity shall not be introduced 
on a trivial or unnecessary occasion. Of 
this principle it may be reinarkcd, that it is. 
exemplified in " Hamlet," and, generally ' 
speaking, in " Macbeth :" but it extends not 
to the macliinfry employed in the other dra- 
mas of Shakespeare ; nor indeed, as llie 
Abbate Metastasio has observed, to the 
practice of the Greek theatre. So far it 
may be allowed to be a principle too con- 
fined in its application for the general pur- 
poses of poetry ; in which light it seems not , 
to have been I'ecommended by its authour. 

'I'he steps of Aristotle, as has been fre- 
([uently observed, are followed by Horace, 
*vho prohibits the use of a machine unless 
for the purpose of solving some important 
ditiiculty in the iiction ; 

lisi clignus vindice nodus 



Nee deu3 i 
Incident. 



De Alt. Poet. v. 191. 



r)jf rpayaiSiOi' o'lov to ev Tai OiiiVoSi ra ^DpuKes;. 

Dc Poet. 
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It has been obsened by the Abbate 
Melastasio on this rule, that it is the best 
wliich can be given to persons possessed of 
a good judgment; without which, he subjoins, 
every precept is not only useless but may be 
dangerous. With much greater pertinency 
he objects to it on another occasion ; " Ma 
egh non c'insegna cjuaU circostanze debba 
avere questo nodo per meritare d'essere 
disciolto da un nume."' Which is a remark 
that throws the (question back to its ori- 
ginal difficulty. 

Nor docs it appear that the solution, 
which the same critick has offered elsewhere 
of this difficulty, is at all salislactory. " lo 
non saprei a qual canone, o a quale escmpio 
autorcvole otteneruii per far uso regolare 
delle machine suddetle, se non mi detcrmi- 
nassi a credere, che la grandezza, e la maesti 
d'un soggetto, e I'eroica dignila de' person- 
aggi inlrodoLli, e supposli in ispezial cura 
de' numij vagliano a rendere analogo, e 
connesso questo mirabile col \ erisimile." " 
But surely something more is requisite, to 
justify the introduction of preternatural 



' Mbtastasio. Not. air Art. Po«t. d' Oraz. v. igi. 
< Id. ibid. 
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agency inlo the scene,and lo guide the poet in 
the uuinagement of it than a rule from which 
, it may be inferred that the action would be 
benefited by its exclusion ; for a drama- 
tick subject might be unravelled without 
such aid, in a manner to which the criLick 
has given a decided preference; " E indu- 
bilato, come lo asserisce Aristotele, che ([uella 
h la pill artificiosa, c commendabile catas- 
trofe, la (|uale acioglie il viluppo d'una fa-' 
vola, nascendo intriosecamente dal corso 
della favola medesima : il modo chc il pa- 
polo, che non I'aspettava, riflcttendo alle 
cose, da lui nel corso della rappresentazione 
ascoltate, e vedute, si trovi coiivinto, che 
dovea quelle sciogUmeuto necessarianiente, 
e verisimilmente succedere.'" 

It appears to me that the matter is 
brought somewhat nearer an issue by the 
explanation of M. de Voltaire, who proceeds 
OH the grounds taken by Horace, and with 
a like reference to the opinion of Aristotle ; 
" Je voudrais que de telles hardiesses ne 
fusent employee que quand elles servent k 
la fois a mettrc dans la pi6ce de I'intrigue, 
et de la terreur : etje voudrais, sur tout, que 



* Id. ibid. See alio fisUat. dcU, Poet, d' Artstot. cap. %v. 
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I'invention de ces 6tres surnaturels ne par6t 
pas absolument uecessaire. Je m'esplique: 
si Je noeud d'un poeme tragique est tellement 
enibrouill6 qu'on ne puisse se tirer d'em- 
barras que par le secours d'un prodige, le 
spectateur sent la g6ne oii I'auteur s'est mis, 
et Ja faiblessc de la resource. If ne voit 
qu'un ecrivaiu qui se tire nial-adroilment 
d'un raauvais pas. Plus d'illusion, plus 
d'inler^t. Quodcunque ostcndis milii sic, 
incredulus odi. Mais je su|)pc)se que I'au- 
teur d'un tragedie se i'dt propose pour but 
d'avertir les boninies, (jue Dieu punit quel- 
quefois de grands crimes par des voiesextra- 
ordinaires ; je sn|)pose que sa piece f'Gt con- 
duite avec un Icl art, (pie le spectateur at- 
tendit a tout moment Tombie d'un prince 
assassine, qui deniande vengeance, sans que 
cette apparition tTit une resource absolument 
nec^ssaire 'X une intrigue einbarrassee ; je 
dis qu' alors ce prodige, bien menag^, ferait 
un tres grand eiFet en toute langue, en tons 
terns, et en tout pays."™ 

From these desultory remarks the solu- 
tion of the question before us may be ex- 
tracted. The necessity of enforcing the ob- 



y VoLTAiBB. Dissert, sur la Traged. Anc. et Mod. P. IH. 
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servance of these precepts on writers, may 
be clearly evinced from a few obvious con- 
siderations arising from the pecuUar nature 
of that species of composition in which dra- 
matick action is combined with marvellous 
imagery. In sucli compositions, as I have 
already observed, powerful emotion becomes 
necessary to sustain the parade and for- 
mality of scenick exhibition. The pccuhar 
passions by wliich tliey thus aim at securing 
our gratificalion, arc, that interest which 
arises from the artful involution of the plot, 
and that admiration which is excited by the 
marvellous nature of the imagery. And it is 
lo preserve these qualities undiminished, ' 
that a strict !-egard should be paid to the 
several jirecepts of the abovc-ritcd criticks. 
In order that the diania should not sutler in 
its interest by the intniduclion of a machine, 
it is expedient to observe the precept of 
Aristotle; but, in order that it should profit 
by its employment, due attention should be 
paid to the injunction of M. de Voltaire. 
For it is evident, that the artful contexture 
of events in the fable must be impaired 
when a divinity is introduced for the sole 
purpose of unravelling some intricacy in the 
plot ; and that it will be contrariwise im- 



proved, when, by its intervention, more in- 
trigue and emotion are thrown into the dra- 
matick action. But that the admiralion, 
excited by the incidents as preternatural 
should remain unimpaired, respect should 
be had to the precept of Horace ; and if the 
poet would turn his machinery to the best 
account, he must find it his object lo follow 
the suggestion of the Abbatc Mclastasio. 
For here also, if the event is of a trivial kind, 
and unworthy the attention of a divinity ; if 
it be such as lies within ihe power of unas- 
sisted human ageiicy to accomplisli, it must 
necessarily excite, by its insignificance, a 
sensation contrary to that of admiration, 
and leave a full impression of inconsistency 
on the mind of the spectaloi", from the ma- 
nit'estdispioporlion wliich will be ihus placed 
between the end to be eftected, and the means 
by which it is accomplislied. 

That a machine should be at all used, 
this precept, at the least, should be attended 
lo; some intricacy should exist which re- 
quired the solution of a divinity, some diffi- 
culty to be surmounted which required the 
interference of preternatural power. The 
practice of Shakespeare, in any one of his 
dramas, will serve to illustrate and exem- 
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plify this principle. The resloralion of Pros^ < 
pero to his dukedom, situated, as he i 
presented in the " Tempest," on a desolate 
island, without friends or resources, was not 
to be etlected, unless by means of celestial 
intervention ; in employing preternatural 
agency to accomplish that end, the poet 
seems consequently to have acted with the 
justest propriety. Without the interposition 
of some superiour agent the murderer of the 
King of Denmark, and the usurper of his 
throne and bed, could not be detected and 
punished : from these considerations " Ham- 
let" seems to display equal propriety, in its 
use of marvellous imagery, as the " Tem- ' 
pest." 

But the drama, in which this point is 
secured, has attained but the negative me- 
rit of which machinery is susceptible. It 
still remains for the poet, who has thus esta- 
blished his right to introduce it into his com- 
positions, to employ it with the greatest 
eifect. The course which he must follow in 
this case, cannot be more clearly or safely 
marked out, than by examining the conduct 
of Shakespeare in a similar undertaking. 
For this purpose we may select the tragedy 
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of " Macbeth," as a model of perfection. 
On the task, of analysing this inimitable dra- 
ma I enter with the greater wilUngness, not 
less from the support which it affords the 
conclusions that 1 have adopted on the pre- 
sent question, than the honour which it re^ 
fleets on the genius of its incomparable 
authour. It is a matter of considerable, yet 
grateful, surprise to observe the exacl eon- 
fomiity which exists between his praclice, 
and the deductions of criticks, with whose 
opinions he could have had no acquaintance. 
And on the other hand it must afford no 
inconsiderable evidence of the justice of 
those deductions to find them confirmed by 
a poet, in whose voice Nature spoke as from 
her oracle. To paint the fatal effects of 
that 

Vaulting ambition which o'erleaps itself* 

is the professed end of the tragedy of 
" Macbeth." This is judiciously brougUt 
about, by representing the hero, as having 
his evil propensity excited by a superstitious 
prognostication: as led on to the perpetration 




of the greatest atrocities by a promise that 
was equivocal, and finally precipitated on 
destruction in the pursuit of a good that was 
delusive. But considering the seemingly 
insurmountable obstacles which lay between 
Macbeth and the quiet possession of that 
sovereignty after which lie aspired, neither 
the perpetration of the murder which exhi- 
bits the dreadful effects of his ambition, nor 
the succeeding ruin by which it was pu- 
nished on him and his family, could have 
probably taken place, as the plot is con- 
ducted, without the intervention of preter- 
natural power. From hence originated those 
hopes of success which urged the tyrant to 
carry ins criminal designs into execution. 
And from hence only could proceed that 
confidence of security which first led him to 
brave approaching danger, and ultimately 
produced that despondency, which dimi- 
nished his power to resist it. 

The fable of the tragedy seems conse- 
quently to resolve itself into two parts; that 
which regards the usurpation of Macbeth, 
and that which regards his fall and punish- 
ment. And both of these have a necessary 
dependance on the preternatural agency. 

In the first instance, the witches ad- 
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dress Macbeth by those lilies which he is 
afterwards led to usurp, by his ambition ; 

1. Witch. All hail, Macbelh ! hail to ihee, thane 
Glauiis! 

2. Witch. All hail, Mucbelh ! hail to tliee, thane of 
Cawdor ! 

3. Witch. All hail, Macbeih ! that shall be king 
hereafter. 

Act i. 9c. 3. 

And they raise that ilhisive appearance, 
and utter that ambiguous prophecy, which, 
after be had perpetrated the murder of Dun- 
can, hastened his destruction, by inspiring 
I him with a vain security : this is the inten- 
the I 
belh, 



Upon the corner of the moon 

There bangs a vaporous drop profound ; 

I'll catch it ere it come to ground ; 

And that distill'd by magick slights. 

Shall raise sucb artificial sprights. 

As by the strength of their illusion. 

Shall draw him on to his confusion : 

He shall spurn fate, scorn death, and bear 

}ns hopes 'bove wisdom, grace, and fear: 

And you all know, security 

Is mortals' chiefesi enemy. 

Act iii. sc. o. 

And in conformity to this intention is 
tlie prophecy subsequently uttered to Mac- 
belh, which has the desired effect of in- 
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Spiling him with that security which occa- 
sioned his fall. 

Macb. How now^ yoa secret^ bhck^ and midoiglit 
hags, 

Wbat is't you do ? 
WiTCHBs. A deed without a nanl^e. 

KTacb, I GMrjafe yoo, by that wbkh you profess, 

(flowe'er you come to know it,) answer me ; 

To what 1 ask you. 
I. Witch. Speak. 

£• WiTco. Demand. 

-3. WiTCB. We 11 answer. 

Say if thou'dst rather hear it from our 
mouths. 

Or froDOt our masterft' i 
Macb< Call them, let me see them. 

1. Witch. Pcmr in sow's blood that hath eaten 

Her nine farrow ; grease, that's sweaten 
. From the murd'rer's gibbet, throw 

Into Uxe flame. 
Abii. Come, higb> or low 

Thyself and office deftly show. 



\ An appctritSim of an armed head rises.) 

Macb. Tell me, thou unknown pow'r,— 

1. Witch. He knows thy thought ; 

Hear his speech, but say thou nought. 
Afpar. Macbeth ! Macbeth ! Macbeth ! beware 

Macduff; 
Beware the thane of Fife. Dismiss me : 
enough. ^Descends. 

Maob. li^Hk^^et thou art, fyt'thfgofid caution 

th#ks; 
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Thou bast barp'd my fear aright:— but one 
word more : — 
I. Witch. He will not be commanded; here's another 
More potent than the first. 

(Thunder, An apparition of a blaodtf child rises.) 
ApPAH. Macbeih! Macbetli! Macbeth! — 

Be bloody, hold, and reaolute : laugh to scorn 
The pow'r of man ; for none of woman born 
Shall harm Macbeib. {Descendt. 

Macb, Then live, Macdufl"; wbatneedlfearofrhee? 
But yet I'll make assurance doubly snre, 
ilnd lake a bond of fate J thou shalt not live; — 

(Thvnder. An apparition of a child crowned, with a tret 

in his hand, rises.) 
Appar. Be lion-mettled, proud; and take no care 
Who chafes, who frets, or where conspircrs 

are : 
Macbeth shall never vanqnish'd be, until 
Great Bimam wood to high Dunsinane hill 
Shall come against him. {^DescejuU' 

Macs. That will never be: 

Who can impress the forest; bid the tree 
Unfix his earth-bound looli sweet bode- 

menu! good! 
Rebellious head, rise never, till the wood 
Of Birnom rise, and our high-pUc'd Macbeth 
Shall live the lease of nature, pay bis breath 
To time, and mortal custom. — 

Act iv. sc. I. 

' Such are the principal incidents which 
constitute the machinery of " Macbeih ;" 
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knd justify the adoption of such imagei-y in 
that drama. Our immediate object is to ob'- 
serve ils influence on the natural train of 
events in the fable : and here it is first de- 
serving of remark, that while tlie myslerious- 
ness in which the predictipns, thus uttered, 
are involved, and the curiosity excited to 
discover how they may be likely to termi- 
nate, imparts more intrigue to the plot and 
greater interest to the story ; the natural train 
of the incidents, as consisting of events aris- 
ing out of each other by means probable or 
necessary, is not disturbed or impeded. 

This seems generally evident on review- 
ing the passages already adduced. From 
them it appears, that the witches pei-form 
nothing themselves, they advise nothing lo 
be undertaken, and afford no aid in any 
thing that is purposed, which at all contri- 
butes to advance or retard the action. The 
magical rites which they employ, and the 
obscure prophecies which they utter, have 
no direct tendency of this kind. But the 
same position will be more satisfactorily 
established by an induction of particular 
passages, made for the purpose of shewing 
how entirely the action is forwarded without 
the aid of preternatural interference. 
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For tbis purpose, it may be in the first 
place observed, that of all thai the witches dis- 
close, it is the declaration of a known fact 
alone which operates on Macbeth, and dis- 
poses him to action. Before they hail him 
thane of Cawdor, the spectator is acquainted, 
thai he was to be saluted with this title, ac- 
cording to the intention expressed by his 
sovereign. 

Duncan. No more that thane of Cawdor shall deceive 
Our bosom interest :— Go, pronounce bit 

death. 
And with his former title greet Macbeth. 

Act i. ac 2. 

While the messengers are employed in 
carrying this intention into execution, and 
conveying the intelligence to Macbeth, the 
interview takes place between, him and the 
witches ; and it is this circumstance of all 
that they relate which chiefly attracts his 
notice ; 

Macb. Stay, you imperfect speakers, tell me more: 
By Sinel'a death, I know, I'm thane of 

Glamis; 
But how of Cawdor? the thane of Cawdor 



A prosperous gentleman ; and, to be king, 
Stands not within the prospect of belief. 
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No more than to be Cawdor. Say, from 

whence 
You owe this strange intelligence ! 

Act i. sc, 3. 



But they do not delay to answer this ques- 
tion, or tend to remove any part of the curio- 
sity, excited by their previous salutation, and 
expressed in this interrogation. After a 
short interval, the messengers of Duncan are 
introduced, who discharge their commission 
independent of any thing which is effected 
by the preternatural agency. 

Akous We are sent. 

To give thee from our royal master thanks ; — 
Rosss. And for an earnest of a greater honour. 

He bade me, from him, call thee thane of 
C.iwdor ; 

In which addition, hail, most worthy thane ! 

For it ii thine. Ibid. 

This declaration is at first received by 
Macbeth with doubt, as one who did not 
reJy implicitly on what the witches pro- 
mised. 

Macs. The thane of Cawdor lives; why do you 



\ 



The thane of Cawdor 1 

dress me 
lo borroVd robes i 



Ibid. 



His doubts are, however, naturally dis- 
pelled on learning that the thane of Cawdor 
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was attainted for rebellion ; and this cir, 
cumstance is, as naturally, believed to con- 
tain some confirmation of the former pre- 
dictions, and some earnest of their final 
accomplishment ; 

Macb Glamis, and thane of Cawdpr : 

The greatest is behind. — Two truths are told. 
As happy prologues to the swelling act 
Of the imperial theme, — I thank you, gen- 
tlemen. — 
This supernatural soliciting 
Cannot be ill ; cannot be good : — if ill, 
t Why bath it giv'n me earnest of succeis. 

Commencing in a truth ? I'm timne of 
Cawdor:— Act i, sc. 3. 



Thus it appears that the declaration of a 
known fact, ivhich would have been im- 
parted in L[ic natural train of events, if not 
marvellously communicated, is all that is 
virtually effected by the higher agents in the 
commencement of this inimitable drama; 
while these beings are indirectly instrumen- 
tal in urging the hero on an enterprize of no 
common magnitude or difficulty ; and while, 
from the artful manner in which they make 
this disclosure, they throw so much of the 
mysterious and terrible into the passionate 
effect of the piece as to awaken the surprise, 
and rivet the attention of the spectator. 
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Equally independent of preternatural in- 
terference is the plot laid and carried into 
CKecution. The declarations of the witches 
beget at first, on the part of Macbeth, only 
feelings of horrour at the atrocity of the 
crime, by which alone there seemed to be 
any prospect of their predictions being real- 
ized. Shrinking from the idea of invading 
the throne through the blood of his sove- 
reign, he seems to rely upon chance for the 
accomplishment of what they promised; 

Macb, Tiiii supernatural soliciting 

Cannot be ill ; caDno,t be good ; — 

If guod, why do I yield to that suggestion 

Whose horrid image doth unfix my hair. 

And make my seated heart knock at my ribs, 

Against the use of nature ? Present feari 

Are less than horrible imaginings: 

My thought, whose murder is fantastical 

Shakes so my single state of man, that function 

Is smothered in surmise ;— 

If chance will have me king, why, chance m^y 

crown roe. 
Without my stir. Act. i. sc. 3> 



In this light he communicates the parti- 
culars of his interview ivith the witches to 
his wife ; merely that she " might not los^ 
the dues of rejoicipg by being ignorant of 
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what greatness was promised him."'' But 
he seems lo be not yet disposed to follow 
up the prognostication ; and she augurs that 
no exertion was likely to follow, on his part, 
from the assurances which he had received 
of future aggrandisement; 

L. Magb. Glamis thou art, and Cnwdor ; andshattbe 
What thou art promis'd : — yet do I fear thy 

nature; 
It. is too full o' the milk of human kindness. 
To catch the nearest way : thou would'st be 

great ; 
Art not without ambition ; but without 
The illness should attend it. What thou 

would'st highly. 
That would'st thou holily ; would'st not play 

false. 
And yet would'st wrongly win : — 

Act i. sc. 5. 

The .project of securing the crown by ex- 
citing him to the murder of Duncan, origi- 
nates with herself, while Macbeth is at a 
distance ; 

L. Macb Hie thee hither 

That I may pour my spirits in thine ear ; 
And chastise with the valour of my tongue 
All that impedes thee from the golden round. 
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Which fate and metaphyiical ^d dotli seeta 
To have thee crown'd withal. 

Act i. sc, 5. 

It is accordingly imparted to her hus- 
band, who enters into her designs not without 
some reluctance : nay, she claims the exclu- 
sive privilege of setting the affair in that 
train which was to ensure its success : 

Macb My dearest love, 

Duncan comes here to night : 
L. Macu. And when goes hence i 

Macb. To-morrow, as be purposes, 
h.MAca. O, never 

Shall SOD that morrow see ! — He that's 
coming 

Must be provided for : and you shall put 

This night's gieat business into my dispatch; 

Which shall to all our nights and days to 

Give solely sovereign sway and masterdom. 
Ibid. 

But Macbeth still remains undetermined 
and irresolute; • 

Macb. Wertill speak further, 

L. Macb. Only look up clear; 

To alter favour ever is to fear ; 

I^ave all the rest to me. Ibid. 

The whole of Macbcth's conduct exhi- 
bits a violent contest between passion and 
conseience, in which he seems most inclined' 



to attend to the voice of the Jatter ; suitablj 
to what it suggests, he forms that determiDa- 
tion, in which he wishes his wife to rest, pre- 
viously to the arguments which she so pow- 
erfully urges to inspire him with greater reso- 
lution ; 

Macb. We will proceed no further in this business: 

He hath honour'd me of late ; and 1 have bought 
Golden opinions from all sorts of people. 
Which would be worn now in their newest gloss. 
Not cast aside so soon. ^ct i. sc. 7. 

It is from this declaration that she takes 
occasion to make that irresistible appeal to 
his affection and his spirit, which stifles the 
last remonstrances of virtue in the sense of 
false honour and false shame. On the ex- 
quisite art which is displayed in the conduct 
of the whole scene I need not here enlarge, 
as it rather exhibits the author's power over 
the passions, than illustrates his address in 
interweaving the plot ; it is merely necessary 
for my purpose to observe, th^t Lady Mac- 
beth is completely successful in undermin- 
ing his best resolutions, and in confirming 
him in the intention of entering into her 
designs ; 

Macb. 1 am settled, and bend up 

Each corporal agent to this terrible feat. 
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The resolution thus formed is accordingly 
carried into effect by probable and neces- 
sary means ; so that the plot is not only laid, 
but conducted without the interposition of 
the preternatural agents. On these events, 
it would be foreign from my purpose to 
dwell with minuteness ; it is sufficient to oli- 
serve, Lhat, in the same manner the murder 
of Duncan is perpetrated ; Macbeth is in- 
vested with tlie sovereignly ; and steps are 
t^ken tp remove those who stood between 
him and the quiet possession of the king- 
dom. In the mean time, Malcolm and 
Macdu^, who consult their safety by flight, 
solicit succours from the English court, and 
concert measures for deposing the usurper. 
But Macbeth, placing a reliance in that 
prophecy which was uttered by the witches 
to betray him into a vain security, underva- 
lues the danger which menaces him in this 
direction ; the first intelligence which he re- 
ceives of the approach of the enemy is treated 
by him with disregard. 

Macb. Bring me no more reports ; let tbem fly all : 
Till Birnam wood remove to Dunsioane, 
I cannot taint with fear. What's the hoy 
Malcolm/ 



Was be not born of woman i Tbe spuit& tbat know 
AH mortal consequents, pronounc'd me thus ; 
" Fear not, Macbetb ; no man that's bora of 

woman 
Shall e'er have pow'r on thee." — Act 5. sc. S. 

From this time, the plot begins to unravel 
itself; and in the same natural process as 
that in which it was involved. The first 
part of the predictions of the witches, » 
not unintentionally fulfilled by a command 
given from Malcolm to the soldiers of Si- 
ward, as they advanced to attack the castle 
of Dunsinane ; 

Siw. What wood is this before us ? 

Ment. The wood of Bimam. 

Ma.lc. Let ev'ry soldier hew him down a bough. 

And liear't before him; thereby shall we shadow 
The numbers of our host, and make discov'ry 
Err in report of us. Ibid. sc. 4. 

And this circumstance when communi- 
cated to Macbeth has that eflfect which was 
intended by the weird sisters ; 
Mess. As I did stand my watch upon the hill, 

I look'd toward Birnam, and anon, methongbt. 
The wood began to move. 
Macb. Liar and slave. — If thou speak'st false. 

Upon the next tree sbalt thou hang alive. 
Till famine cling thee ; if thy speech be sooth, 
I care not if thou dost for me as much- 

Ibid. sc. 5. 
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But the communication gives the first 
shake to his resolution ; 

I pull ia resolution ; and begin 
To doubt th' equivocation of the fiend, 
Tbat lies like Irutb : " Fear not till Bimatn wood 
" Do come to Dunsinane ;" and now a wood 
Comes toward Dnnsinane. — Arm, arm and out!— 
IF this which he avouches does appear. 
There is no flying hence nor tarrying here. 
I 'gin to be a-weary of the sun ; 
And wish ih' estate o' the world were now undone. 
Act 5. BC. 5. 

Still, however, the unaccomplished part 
of the witches' prophecy leaves him suffi- 
cient confidence of success or safety, until 
he is inextricably involved in that danger 
which completes his destruction ; 

They have tied me to a stake ; I cannot fly. 
But, bear-like, I must fight the course. — What's he, 
7!liat was not born of woman P Such a one 
Am I to fear, or none. Ibid. sc. 7. 

With this confidence he engages young 
Siward ; 

Thou wast born of woman.— ^ 

But swords 1 smile at, weapons laugh to scorn, 

Brandish'd by man that's of a woman born. 

Ibid. 

And dares Macduff to the conflict: 



. Thou losest labour : 



As easy may'st thou the intrenchant a 
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With tbj keen sword impreffs, as make me bleed ; 
Let fall thy blade on vulnerable crests : 
I bear a charmed life, which must not yield 
Tooaeofwoman born. Act5. ac.7- 



But he receives that answer, which, remov- 
ing the reliance placed by him in the 
prediction of the witches, affords an easy 
victory to Macduff. 

Macd Despair thy charm ; 

And let the angel, whom thon still hast ■err'd. 
Tell thee, MacdutT was from his mother's womb 
Untimely ripp'd. 

Macd. Accursed be that tongue that tells me so. 
For it halh cow'd my better part of man ! 
And be these juggling fiends no more beltev'd, 
That palter with us in a double sense ; 
That keep the word of promise to our ear. 
And break it to our hope. — I'll not fight with 
thee. Ibid. 

From this view of the structure of events 
in "Macbeth" it is perfectly evideut, that 
without encroaching on the natural train of 
the incidents, more intrigue may be im- 
parted to the fable by the machinery. But 
while the integrity of the plot is thus pre- 
served without the aid of the higher agency, 
I am aware, it may be objected, that the 
latter is rendered either wholly useless, or at 
best introduced to very little purpose. It is 
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not to be disputed, that with respect to the 
advancement of what is properly denomi- 
nated the action, this is strictly the case: 
the whole of the preternatural intervention 
might be removed, without any material 
danger to this part of the fable. In the 
tragedy before us, the disclosure made by 
the witches, might be supposed to have pre- 
ceded the commencement of the drama by 
a considerable period; this, indeed, seems 
to have been requisite in order to render the 
action perfect in itself. But the charge of 
being useless and unnecessary does not lie, 
on this account, against the machinery. 
When we speak of any, even of the natural 
incidents, as being of this description, we 
speak relatively, and with an immediate 
reference to the contexture of the action, as 
moulded and embodied by the poet; in 
this sense many incidents are conceived ne- 
cessary which are merely arbitrary, which, 
in fact, we cannot doubt, he might have 
suppressed altogether, or supplied by otlrers 
which would seem equally indispensable to 
the contexture of his subject. Willi a like 
latitude must we estimate the utility of that 
part of the drama which constitutes the ma- 
chinery ; which, though it may not be ne- 
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cessary in advancing the action, may be 
strictly so in rounding the subject. The justice 
of this observation i\iil be more evident, on 
considering the character of Macbeth, which 
has been sometimes unjustly condemned as 
unualural; as exhibiting too great a degree 
of irresolution in carrying into effect, a pro- 
ject in which he was encouraged by preter- 
natural intelligences. This is, however, the 
objection of those only who form but an 
imperfect notion of the author's scope and 
subject. The hero's character, as sketched 
by one who knew it most intimately, is that 
of being, 

- ■ - not without ambition ; but without 

The illness would attend it. What he would highly. 

That he would holily. Act i. sc. j< 



He is in fact represented not only as 
ambitious, but as superstitious and brave ; 
from the former of these last named quali- 
ties proceeded that credulity which disposed 
him to attend to the witches, and that scru- 
pulousness which withheld him from attempt- 
ing what they suggested; and from the latter 
that resolution which enabled him finally to 
eiftcC his designs, and yet raised proportion- 
able obstacles to the punishment with which 
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his crime was to be avenged. A mind of 
this temperament required the operation of 
powerful stimulants to dispose it to action ; 
to reconcile it to evil in the first instance, 
and to shake its security in the second. 
And herein lay the necessity of applying for 
this purpose to preternatural interference ; 
the influence of which, as directed to such a 
purpose, I have already fully demonstrated. 
And let us not forget, here, that it is one 
thing to engage in an action, and another 
to raise the suggeslions in which an action 
originates ; that the latter is the utmost which 
is undertaken by the preternatural beings in 
" Macbeth," who of course diminish nothing 
of the artful structure of the fable, while 
they prepare the hero's mind for those im- 
pressions, by which he is influenced in a 
natural manner, and which would have 
proved unavailing, unless through their inter- 
ference. True it is, the poet might have 
wrought out his fable without having re- 
course to such assistance ; but it is not to be 
disputed, that those beings are still neces- 
sary in the only proper sense of this term ; 
I being essential to the poet's plot, as he has 
found it expedient to constitute it. When 
from this partial view of the subject, we 
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regard the main end of their introduction, and 
that which is most calculated to strike the 
spectator, we must admit it to be of that 
magnitude which merited the attention, and 
justified the interference of higher beings: 
the suggestions which they raise in the mind 
of Macbeth ultimately tend to the subver- 
sion of a kingdom, and its restoration to the 
lawful sovereign. 
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